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5ABSTRACT
Erkki Sevänen
The Modern and Contemporary Sphere of 
Art and its Place in Societal-Cultural Reality
in the Light of System-Theoretical and 
Systemic Sociology. 
A Study of a Sociological Research Tradition 
and its Art-Theoretical Contribution
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This	thesis	consists	of	four	articles,	published	between	2000–2006,	and	of	introductory	





















that	 the	 concepts	 of	 system	 and	 society	 have	 become	useless	 in	 sociology.	This	 thesis	
strives	 to	 show	that	contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	can	be	grasped	by	means	of	
system-theoretical	concepts;	to	be	sure,	this	requires	that	those	concepts	will	be	renewed	
in	 a	 way	 that	 better	 serves	 the	 needs	 of	 present-day	 research	 work.	 Associated	 with	
system-theoretical	and	systemic	sociology	are	figures	such	as	Talcott	Parsons,	Jeffrey	C.	
Alexander,	 Anthony	 Giddens,	 Niklas	 Luhmann,	 Jürgen	 Habermas,	 Richard	 Münch,	
Renate	Mayntz,	Pierre	Bourdieu	and	Vessela	Misheva.	When	describing	contemporary	
societal-cultural	 reality,	 this	 thesis	 critically	 and	 selectively	 adopts	 elements	 from	 their	
views;	 in	 this	 connection,	 the	 thesis	 pays	 its	main	 attention	 to	 Luhmann=s	 theory	 of	
autopoietic	social	systems.
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PREFACE
Albeit	 the	 thesis	 on	 hand	mainly	 uses	 an	 abstract	 sociological	 and	 system-theoretical	
language	or	discourse,	 its	origin	 lies	 in	my	personal	experiences.	I	began	my	academic	
studies	 in	 1975	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Turku,	 in	 Western	 Finland;	 in	 those	 studies,	
comparative	literature	was	my	main	discipline,	but	in	addition	to	it	I	studied	sociology,	
philosophy,	linguistics,	political	science	and	media	research.	In	the	early	1980s,	I	moved	
to	 Eastern	 Finland,	where	 I	 started	 to	work	 at	 the	Department	 of	 Finnish	 Language	




In	 the	 1970s,	 comparative	 literature,	 like	 literary	 studies	 in	 general,	was	 strictly	 a	
text-centric	discipline	that	hardly	took	into	account	literature=s	societal-cultural	contexts.	
It	was	dominated	by	Anglo-American	new	criticism,	French	structuralism,	the	German	




As	 far	as	 I	 remember	 it	 correctly,	 still	 in	 the	1970s	Talcott	Parsons	and	his	 system	
theory	were	topical	in	sociology,	even	if	American	and	European	sociologists	had,	to	a	
growing	extent,	already	presented	criticism	against	him	since	the	late	1960s.	In	particular,	
Marxist	 sociologists	 and	Marxist	 theorists	 used	 to	 regard	 system-theoretical	 sociology	
as	 a	 hopelessly	 abstract,	 unhistorical	 and	 conservative	 approach	 that	was	 incapable	 of	








reality	was	 itself	 rapidly	 losing	 its	previous	 systemic	 structure	or	order.	Despite	 this,	 I	




Vapauden rajat.	Kirjallisuuden tuotannon ja välityksen yhteiskunnallinen sääntely Suomessa 
vuosina 1918–1939 (The	Limits	of	Freedom.	Social	Regulation	of	Literary	Production	and	
Mediation	in	Finland	1918–1939,	published	in	1994)	whose	theoretical	basis	is	largely	
based	on	Niklas	Luhmann=s,	 Siegfried	 J.	 Schmidt=s,	 Jürgen	Habermas=,	Peter	Bürger=s	
and	Pierre	Bourdieu=s	investigations.	In	the	late	1990s,	I	published	the	monograph	Taide 








has	guided	my	steps	 in	 sociology	 since	 the	mid–1980s.	 I	have	been	 fortunate	because	
during	the	last	two	decades	I	have	had	a	great	number	of	fruitful	discussions	with	him.	
Professor	Sabour,	 in	 turn,	has,	 in	 the	same	way,	kindly	helped	my	 later	endeavours	 in	
sociology.	Also	Professor	Leena	Koski	from	the	Department	of	Sociology	has	supported	
my	research	work	by	reading	the	first	version	of	the	manuscript	of	this	thesis.	
Furthermore,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 acknowledge	 doctors	 Sören	 Brier	 (Management	
and	 Politics	Department,	 Copenhagen	 Business	 School,	Denmark)	 and	 Seppo	Raiski	
(University	of	 Jyväskylä,	Finland)	 for	 their	 role	 as	pre-examiners	 for	 this	 thesis.	Their	
critical	comments,	advices	and	propositions	proved	to	be	invaluable	for	the	completion	























































ARTICLES	I–IV		 	 	 	 	 	 	 145






In	Theory, Culture and Society 18:1,	pp.	75–103.
III	Sevänen,	Erkki	2005:	AThe	Art	World	in	Contemporary	Western	Culture	and	Society.	
An	Outline	of	a	Theoretical	Model	Based	on	Systemic	Study@.	In	Seppo	Knuuttila,	Erkki	
Sevänen	and	Risto	Turunen	(eds.),	Aesthetic Culture. Essays in Honour of Yrjö Sepänmaa on 
His Sixtieth Birth Day, 12 December 2005.	Helsinki:	Maahenki,	pp.	137–172.
IV	Sevänen,	Erkki	2000:	A>The	Post-National	Condition=.	On	the	Relationship	Between	
the	 State,	Nation	 and	Nationalist	 Policy	 in	 the	 Present-Day	Western	World@.	 In	 Jüri	
Talvet	 (ed.),	Culture	 and	Nation	 at	 the	Turn	of	 the	Millenium.	Tartu:	Tartu	Ülikooli	
kirjastus.	Interlitteraria	5,	pp.	15–36.
The Modern and Contemporary Sphere of Art and... 0
LIST OF TABLES
Table	1.					Different	Classes	of	Systems	 	 	 	 	 								19
Table	2.					Parsons=	View	of	Functional	Necessities	and	their	Equivalents	
	 	 				at	the	Level	of	Societal	System	 	 	 	 	 								58
Table	3.					Luhmann=s	View	of	Modern	Functional	Sub-Systems	and	
	 	 				their	Media	and	Medium	Codes		 	 	 	 								61
Table	4.					A	Luhmannian	View	of	the	Function,	Medium,	Medium	Code	and	
	 	 				Other	Relevant	Codes	of	the	System	of	Art.	Version	I		 	 								64
Table	5.					A	Luhmannian	View	of	the	Function,	Medium,	Medium	Code	and	
	 	 				Other	Relevant	Codes	of	the	System	of	Art.	Version	II		 	 								70
Table	6.					Simple	and	Comlex	Systems	According	to	Lars	Skyttner			 	 								102
Table 7.     A List of Contemporary Genres of Art           

1 THE POINT OF DEPARTURE, 
THE GOAL AND THE CONCEPTUAL 
FRAME OF REFERENCE OF THIS 
STUDY
1.1 The Need for Clarification
Originally	 in	 sociology,	 the	 concept	 of	 Asystem@	 was	 chiefly	 associated	 with	 Talcott	
Parsons	and	his	structural-functional	school.	It	was	in	the	1950s	and	1960s	that	Parsons,	
together	with	his	collaborators	such	as	Edward	Shils	and	Neil	J.	Smelser,	elaborated	upon	












Such	 questioning	 as	 this	 deviated	 from	 the	 criticism	 that	 leftist	 sociologists	 and	
conflict	theorists	had	earlier	directed	against	Parsons.	Within	leftist	sociology,	C.	Wright	





tool	 in	 sociological	 research.	 In	 contrast,	 from	 the	1970s	onward	 certain	 cultural	 and	
social	theorists	have	argued	that	it	is	no	longer	possible	to	analyse	societal-cultural	reality	
adequately	be	means	of	the	concept	of	system.	On	the	other	hand,	a	milder	version	of	
a	criticism	 like	 this	 stated	 that	 the	concept	of	 system	must	be	changed	 fundamentally	
before	it	can	be	utilised	in	the	analysis	of	contemporary	societal-cultural	reality.	Often	
proponents	of	these	views	were	known	as	theorists	of	postmodernity.
The	most	 radical	 theorists	of	postmodernity	 thought	 that,	 roughly	 speaking,	 from	




















































At	 least	 implicitly,	 the	 above-mentioned	 theorists	 suggest	 that	 when	 describing	
contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 sociology	 does	 not	 need	 the	 concept	 of	 system	





in	 them.	For	 this	 reason,	Bauman	continues,	 their	basic	nature	 cannot	be	 reached	by	
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theorists.	 In	 the	 same	vein,	Ulrich	Beck	 (1994:	24–25)	has	 stated	 that	 in	 its	present-
day	 form	 sociological	 system	 theory	 cannot	 adequately	 comprehend	 the	 nature	 of	





According	 to	 him,	 nowadays	 several	 sociologists	 regard	 present-day	 societal	 reality	 as	
extremely	fluid	and	dynamic	–	or,	one	may	say,	as	a	space	in	which	Aall	that	is	solid	melts	





















domain	of	 systemic	 sociology	comprises	 those	 sociologists	whose	 thinking	 is	based	on	
concepts	such	as	Asocial	worlds@,	Adifferentiated	and	institutionalised	sub-areas	of	society@	
3	The	idea	of	reflexive	modernity	is	already	included	in	Beck=s	study	Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in 
eine andere Moderne (Risk	Society.	Towards	a	New	Modernity,	1986).	In	1994,	he,	Anthony	Giddens	






nifest der kommunistischen Partei (Communist	Manifest,	1848).	In	the	1980s,	Marshall	Berman	made	it	









had	 its	 own	 critics	 and	proponents.	Likewise,	 a	 tension	 like	 this	 has	manifested	 itself	













of	 the	 sphere	 of	 art	 in	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 (cf.	 Zepetnek	 1997).	 In	









Europe,	 these	 philosophers	 have	 helped	 humanists	 to	 understand	 the	 entirety	 of	 the	






























study	of	 the	 sphere	of	art	 are	Raymond	Williams=	Culture	 (1986,	originally	published	






contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 is	 differentiated	 into	 systems.	 Likewise,	 they	 do	
not	agree	on	to	what	extent	that	reality	can	be	analysed	with	system-theoretical	concepts.	
A	 confusion	 like	 this	 forms	 the	 point	 of	 departure	 of	 my	 investigation.	 In	 general,	
this	 investigation	 is	 chiefly	model-theoretical,	methodological	 and	meta-theoretical	 by	
nature.
System-theoretical	 sociologists	 use	 to	 outline	 abstract	 theoretical	 models	 or	
representations	 of	 societal-cultural	 reality;	 theoretical	 models	 or	 representations	 like	
these	usually	aim	at	grasping	the	general	structure	and	the	general	principles	of	operation	
of	 a	 sub-area	 of	 societal-cultural	 reality.	 Subsequently,	 this	 thesis	 analyses	 what	 kinds	
of	 pictures	 of	 modern	 and	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 systemic	 sociology	
offers	us	and	what	kind	of	position	 the	 sphere	of	art	obtains	 in	 those	pictures.	As	 far	
as	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 is	 concerned,	 this	 thesis	 critically	 considers	




representations	or	models	of	 societal-cultural	 reality.	 Is	 it	possible	 to	estimate	whether	
representations	 or	 models	 like	 these	 correspond	 to	 societal-cultural	 reality?	 Extreme	




of	 references,	 I	 tend	 to	 think	 that	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	 sociological	 representations	 can	








methodology	of	 a	discipline	 contains	 theoretical	 suppositions,	but	 it	does	not	present	
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task	 forms	the	meta-theoretical	dimension	of	 the	 investigation	on	hand	(cf.	Österberg	
1989).	In	particular,	the	investigation	pays	attention	to	the	epistemological	conceptions	
that	underlie	 systemic	 theories	of	 the	 sphere	of	 art	 and	 society.	 In	 the	 same	vein,	 this	
investigation	asks	what	kind	of	position	human	action	and	human	actors	have	in	systemic	
sociology	and	what	kinds	of	value	commitments	manifest	themselves	in	it.
1.2 System-Theoretical Sociology and the Concept of System within the 
Context of General Systems Theory
Actually,	system-theoretical	sociology	can	be	seen	as	a	part	of	a	wider	scientific	orientation,	
that	 is,	 as	 a	 part	 of	 general	 systems	 theory.	 In	historical	 representations	 regarding	 the	
development	of	general	 systems	theory,	 the	origin	of	 this	orientation	has	been	seen	 in	
the	philosophy	of	antiquity	and	 in	 the	philosophical	 thinking	of	 the	 founding	 fathers	
of	modern	natural	 science.	Thereby,	 the	Swedish	 system	theorist	Lars	Skyttner	 (2001:	
45–46)	begins	his	historical	representation	of	general	systems	theory	with	the	philosophy	
of	Aristoteles,	in	particular,	with	Aristoteles=	metaphysical	view	of	the	hierarchical	order	










2001:	45–46).	All	of	 these	principles	 can	also	be	 found	 from	certain	 later	 versions	of	







psychology.	 Yet,	 the	most	 important	 figure	 in	 this	 connection	might	 be	 Ludwig	 von	
Bertalanffy,	a	theoretical	biologist,	who	worked	in	Germany	in	the	1930s	and	after	that	
in	the	United	States	of	America.	He	inspired	a	group	of	American	scientists	with	whom	
he	worked	 in	 the	1940s;	 the	group	 in	question	generalised	his	 ideas	 and	 transformed	
them	into	the	language	of	general	systems	theory.	Of	these	scientists,	Claude	Shannon	




begins	 from	Bertalanffy=s	 and	 his	American	 co-operators=	 research	work	 in	 the	 1940s	
and	 1950s.	 Somewhat	 later,	Talcott	 Parsons	 presented	 his	 system-theoretical	 view	 of	
human	action	and	society.	In	particular,	this	happened	in	works	like	Toward a General 
Theory of Action (1951,	 in	co-operation	with	Edward	Shils),	The Social System (1951),	
Economy and Society (1956,	in	co-operation	with	Neil	J.	Smelser),	Societies: Evolutionary 




In	 this	 sense,	 it	 explores,	 among	 other	 things,	 the	 common	 properties	 of	 different	
systems,	 wherefore	 its	 proponents	 believe	 that	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 natural	 sciences	
and	the	humanities	 is	not	 in	every	 respect	unbridgeable	 (Bertalanffy	1971:	xvii–xviii).	
However,	unlike	positivism,	general	systems	theory	does	not	reduce	the	humanities	and	















his	American	co-operators=	 systems	 theory	was	 found	to	be	 too	 technocratic	by	 them.	
(Baecker	1996:	18–19.)	In	sociology,	Luhmann=s	late	production,	that	is,	his	theory	of	
autopoietic	 social	 systems	 is	 close	 to	 the	 research	work	of	Foerster=s	 institute,	 and	 the	
same	holds	usually	true	for	the	investigations	of	Luhmann=s	disciples.	However,	several	
well-known	system-theoretical	sociologists	seem,	in	the	first	instance,	to	lean	on	the	first	




























sociologists	 characterise	 functional	 and	 societal	 systems	 as	 open	 formations.	However,	
according	to	Luhmann	(1985a:	555;	1986:	620–623;	1995:	60),	modern	functional	and	
societal	systems	are	open	only	in	the	sense	that	they	take	energy	and	information	from	





























these.	For	 example,	Luhmann=s	model	 seems	 to	 recognise	only	one	 level:	he	does	not	


























Sources:	 see,	 nearer,	 Bertalanffy	 1971:	 xx–xxi,	 26–27;	Geertz	 1993;	 Luhmann	 1974:143;	
Luhmann	1975:10–12,	21–22;	Luhmann	1985a:15;	Münch	1976:	147–148;	Parsons	1951:	
6,	17;	Schimank	1996:	139–140;	Skyttner	2001:	60.
Likewise,	 Schmidt=s	 early	 model	 was,	 for	 different	 reasons,	 almost	 equally	 one-
dimensional.	 Namely,	 Schmidt	 (1980;	 1982;	 1987)	 thought	 that	 the	 Asocial	 system	
of	art@	consists	of	phenomena	such	as	 the	production,	mediation,	 reception	and	post-








In	 Schmidt=s	 late	 production,	 the	 entire	 system	of	 art	 includes	 two	 levels,	 that	 is,	
a	Asocial@	 and	a	Acultural@	 level.	Rather	 similar	models	have	been	presented	by	 Itamar	
Evan-Zohar	and	Habermas.	In	his	Apoly-systemic@	thinking,	Evan-Zohar=s	(1990)	takes	
into	 account	 both	 the	 works	 of	 art	 and	 the	 action	 concerning	 them	 -	 presupposing	
in	this	way	that	the	system	of	art	consists	of	different	and	relatively	 independent	sub-
systems.	Habermas	(1973b:	14–15;	1987a:	322),	in	turn,	speaks	about	Athe	cultural	value	
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systems@	 (science,	 art,	 religion)	and	about	Athe	corresponding	cultural	 action	 systems@	
(the	 institution	 of	 science,	 the	 art	 life,	 religious	 communities).	Although	he	 does	 not	
use	the	word	Asocial@	in	this	connection,	his	distinction	is	parallel	with	the	distinctions	
made	by	Schmidt	and	Evan-Zohar.	In	general,	when	exploring	Athe	institution	of	art@,	
Athe	art	world@,	Athe	field	of	art@	or	Athe	 system	of	art@	most	of	 the	 representatives	of	
the	systemic	study	take	into	account	both	works	of	art	and	the	activities	that	produce	




















organisms	 –	 are	 reciprocally	 dependent	 on	 each	 other,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 they	 are	
relatively	 autonomous	 systems	 that	 cannot	 be	 reduced	 to	 each	 other.	 This	 means,	
for	 example,	 that	 basic	 cultural	 values	 and	 symbols	 have	 been	 institutionalised	 as	 the	
cornerstones	of	social	systems	and	they	are	also	internalised	by	individual	personalities	







is	no	 room	for	 a	distinction	between	 social	 and	cultural	 systems.	This	being	 the	case,	
Luhmann	rejects	the	concept	of	cultural	system,	and	that	which	other	theorists	call	cultural	










System-theoretical	 sociology	 of	 art	 has	 mainly	 applied	 the	 concepts	 of	 social	 and	
cultural	system	to	the	sphere	of	art.	Undoubtedly,	general	systems	theory	also	contains	
other	 sub-areas	 that	have	proved	 to	be	or	 that	might	be	 relevant	 for	 the	 study	of	 art.	
For	 example,	 sub-areas	 such	 as	 communication	 theory,	 information	 theory	 and,	more	
recently,	 chaos	 theory	 have	 been	 utilised	 in	 the	 study	 of	 art,	 in	 particular,	 in	 studies	
made	in	the	humanities.	Yet,	usually	applications	like	these	have	not,	in	the	first	instance,	




1.3 Three Internal Tensions in Systemic Sociology and in the Systemic 






















always	 contains	 a	 conceptual	 –	 or,	 we	might	 add,	 a	 Aconstructive@	 dimension,	which	






to	 the	 idea	of	objective	or	 adequate	knowledge	 it	 rejects	 the	 relativistic	 conception	of	
knowledge.
16	See,	also,	Heiskala	2000:	65–66;	Lechner	1991:	169;	Münch	1988a:	31–33,	44–45.	
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Parsons=	sociological	system	theory	must	be	seen	in	the	light	of	his	analytical	realism.	
In	his	system	theory,	he	built	abstract	models	that	have	not,	as	such,	been	intended	to	
function	 as	 Amirrors	 of	 reality@;	 on	 the	 contrary,	 his	models	 provide	 researchers	 with	
concepts	 by	 means	 of	 which	 they	 can	 describe	 and	 analyse	 concrete	 human	 action.	




If	 it	 is	 illuminating	 to	 compare	 Parsons=	 analytical	 realism	 with	 epistemological	
constructivism,	then	a	comparison	like	this	is	not	equally	fruitful	in	the	case	of	the	leftist	
wing	 of	 systemic	 sociology.	The	wing	 in	 question	 does	 not	 represent	 epistemological	





and	 interpretations	 –	 and	 through	 this,	 at	 least	 in	 part,	 those	mental	 entities	 change	
into	societal	reality.	In	this	sense,	societal	reality	is,	as	Giddens	and	Habermas	remark,	
Astructured	by	meanings@;	or	 for	 this	 reason,	as	Bourdieu	 says,	 sociology	 should	catch	
people=s	self-understanding	and	their	ways	of	giving	meanings	to	the	world.	




































Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft (The	 Science	 of	 Society,	 1991,	 originally	 published	





impressions	 according	 to	 their	 own	 principles	 of	 operation	 and	 transform	 them	 into	















analytical	utility.	With	 the	 aid	of	 a	good	 theory,	 sociologists	 are	 capable	of	describing	
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Maturana=s	 and	 Varela=s	 investigations	 which	 launched	 the	 concept	 of	 autopoiesis.	
According	to	Dirk	Baecker	(1990:	16–18,	30;	1996:	19,	56–57),	the	third	cornerstone	
in	constructivist	epistemology	 is	 the	distinction	theory	elaborated	by	George	Spencer-
Brown,	a	British	 logician.	Spencer-Brown=s	 theory	 includes	 the	 idea	 that	observing	or	














































(B) Actor-Centric versus Anti-Humanist Thinking
In	addition	to	epistemological	realism,	the	second	corner	stone	in	traditional	sociological	
system	 theory	was	 the	 concept	 of	 action.	Parsons=	 theory	 of	 social	 systems	 is,	 in	 fact,	
a	part	of	a	wider	theory,	that	 is,	a	part	of	a	general	action	theory	that	he	and	Edward	
Shils	introduced	in	their	joint	work	Toward a General Theory of Action (1951).	The	other	
parts	in	his	general	action	theory	are	a	theory	of	cultural	systems,	a	theory	of	personal	
















like	 this	 consists	 of	 actions	 that	 have	 a	 similar	 functional	meaning	 (Luhmann	 1981:	
56,132).	Thus,	the	boundaries	between	different	social	systems	take	shape	on	the	basis	
of	 the	 category	of	meaning.	When	 social	 actors	 comprehend	 the	 functional	meanings	
of	different	acts	 in	the	same	way,	they	agree	on	what	kinds	of	acts	can	be	classified	as	
economics,	politics,	the	practice	of	science	or	the	practice	of	art.	From	another	standpoint,	
one	can	say	 that	 the	 formation	of	 systems	such	as	 these	presupposes	 that	 social	actors	
interpret	the	societal	world	in	a	relatively	homogenous	way.	In	this	respect,	Luhmann=s	





In	 Luhmann=s	 early	 production,	 concrete	 human	 beings	 are	 situated	 outside	







regarded	 human	 beings	 as	 basically	 free	 creatures,	 and	 it	 was	 inclined	 to	 emphasise	
the	 existence	 of	 an	 inherent	 antithesis	 between	 the	 individual	 and	 society.	Humanist	
conceptions	of	society,	in	turn,	have	been	apt	to	see	society	as	a	body	of	free	individuals;	
and	insofar	as	this	individual	freedom	is	threatened	by	those	in	power,	humanists	have	
21	See	Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Volume 4 (1998:	528–232).	
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usually	criticised	them	by	appealing	to	democratic	 ideals	and	basic	human	rights.	It	 is	
this	 kind	of	 conception	of	 society	 or	 of	 the	 societal	 system	 that	 is	 incompatible	with	
Luhmann=s	early	production.
In	 Luhmann=s	 late	 production,	 the	 actor-centric	 way	 of	 thought	 disappears	
and,	 conversely,	 the	 anti-humanist	 dimension	 becomes	 stronger.	 Now	 he	 states	 that	
autopoietic	social	systems	do	not	consist	of	action	but	of	communications	which	they	
produce	 themselves	 and	 which,	 in	 turn,	 maintain	 them	 (Luhmann	 1985:	 192–193,	
240–241;	1997b:	81–82).	This	 is	precisely	 the	core	of	 the	concept	of	 autopoiesis,	 for	
the	 concept	 in	 question	 refers	 to	 an	 entitity=s	 ability	 to	 produce	 and	 reproduce	 itself	
(Luhmann	 1987:	 38;	 1997b:	 65–67).	 In	 order	 to	 be	 able	 to	 understand	 Luhmann=s	
theory	of	autopoietic	social	systems	one	also	needs	to	know	that	he	uses	the	concept	of	
communication	in	a	special	way.	In	that	theory,	it	is	not	people	who	communicate,	since	


















In	 the	 same	way,	Luhmann	endeavoured	 to	handle	 the	concept	of	meaning.	 In	 its	
simplicity,	actor-centric	sociologists	can	understand	meanings	as	intersubjective	mental	
states	shared	by	social	actors.	In	contrast	to	this,	in	his	late	production	Luhmann	speaks	
about	meanings	without	 pointing	 to	 actors	 or	 subjects.	Consequently,	 he	 also	 speaks	
about	meanings	in	a	way	that	is	probably	completely	unfamiliar	to	representatives	of	the	
humanities	and	hermeneutics.	For	example,	in	his	book	Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft 
(Society	of	Society,	1997)	he	clears	up	the	concept	of	meaning	with	the	help	of	the	concepts	
such	as	Aactual@,	Apotential@,	Apossible@	and	Ameaning	horizon@.	For	Luhmann,	the	meaning	

















work.	For	example,	in	his	Soziologische Aufklärung. Band 1. Aufsätze zur Theorie sozialer 
Systeme	 (Sociological	Enlightenment.	Part	1.	Studies	of	 the	Theory	of	Social	 Systems,	
1974,	originally	published	1970)	he	reflects	upon	the	empirical	study	of	social	systems.	
According	to	those	reflections,	social	systems	are	empirically	observable	only	as	far	as	they	































that,	 in	 fact,	 globalisation	 is	 not	 a	 new	phenomenon,	 because	 since	 its	 birth	modern	


























other.	 Actor-centric	 system	 theory	 regards	 communication	 as	 a	 special	 dimension	 of	




















similar	 goals	 can	 be	 found	 from	Giddens=	 and	Habermas=	 sociologies.	With	 the	 help	
of	 their	 investigations	Bourdieu,	Giddens,	Habermas	and	their	 like	have	attempted	to	






societal	 and	 cultural	 determinants.23	 Therefore,	 they	 understand	 human	 nature	 and	
human	 action	primarily	 as	 social-cultural	 phenomena	–	 and	not	 as	 something	 that	 is	
inherently	opposed	to	society.
(C) Affirmative versus Radical Point of Departure
Almost	from	its	birth	onward,	system-theoretical	sociology	has	been	an	object	of	political	
discussions	within	the	academic	world. In	Parsons=	case,	the	reasons	for	those	discussions	
are	 connected	with	 his	 habit	 of speaking	 about	 Athe	 needs	 of	 systems@	 or	 Aabout	 the	
functional	necessities	of	systems@.	In	other	words,	he	thought	that	there	are	four	needs	





uniformity,	 and	 finally	 every	 system	 should,	 at	 a	 general	 level,	 define	what	 is	 held	 as	
important	and	as	worth	pursuing	in	it.	Parsons	(1971:	4–5,	10–11)	called	these	functions	
AAdaptation@	 (A),	 AGoal	 Attainment@	 (G),	 AIntegration@	 (I)	 and	 ALatency	 or	 Pattern	
Maintenance@	(L);	in	this	way	he	arrived	at	his	well-known	AGIL-schema.
Parsons	 thought	 that	at	 the	 level	of	 society	 it	 is	 the	 sub-system	of	economics	 that,	






mediates	 central	 cultural	 values	 into	 society;	 owing	 to	 a	 mediation	 like	 this,	 central	
cultural	 values	 have	 been	 institutionalised	 as	 the	 basic	 or	 general	 action	 principles	 of	
social	institutions,	and	individuals	have	internalised	them	in	the	process	of	socialisation.	
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and	 in	 the	 regulation	 of	 societal	 phenomena.	 Parsons=	 system-theoretical	 sociology	
seemed	to	suit	well	a	purpose	like	this	–	among	other	reasons	that	 it	handles	conflicts	
and	 contradictions	 as	 something	 that	 do	 not	 belong	 to	 the	 normal	 course	 of	 societal	
life.	Despite	this,	recent	American	appraisals	concerning	Parsons	do	not	always	see	him	
as	 a	 conservative.	 For	 example,	 Bryan	 S.	Turner	 and	Roland	Robertson	 (1991:	 252–
254,	258–259)	point	out	that	in	his	home	country	Parsons	criticised	racist	and	extreme	
right-wing	movements	and	he	was	aware	of	the	shortcomings	of	the	American	schooling	










However,	 in	 the	 1970s	 traditional	 sociological	 system	 theory	 was	 faced	 with	 a	 more	
radical	criticism,	since	at	that	time	leftist	or	Marxist	sociologists	began	to	elaborate	their	
own	versions	of	system	theory.	At	the	head	of	this	movement	was	Habermas.	In	1971,	















among	 other	 things,	means	 that	 it	 criticises	 Athe	 pathologies	 of	modern	 society@	 and	
modern	 social	 systems.	A	rather	 similar	knowledge	 interest	 is	 shared	by	Bourdieu	and	
Giddens	who	also	began	to	work	on	their	own	versions	of	systemic	sociology	in	the	1970s.	
Albeit	the	relationship	between	them	and	the	Parsonsian-Luhmannian	tradition	has	been	
tense	 and,	 from	 time	 to	 time,	 polemical,	 system-theoretical	 sociology	 contains	 more	
alternatives	 than	these	 two.	For	example,	Alexander,	Colomy	and	Münch	have	 largely	
elaborated	their	sociological	thinking	on	the	basis	of	Parsons=	sociology,	but	at	the	same	
time	they	have	taken	into	account	most	of	the	critical	remarks	and	comments	concerning	
Parsons=	 sociology.	 Accordingly,	 they	 do	 not	 share	 and	 approve	 of	 the	 conservative	
implications	of	Parsons=	sociology,	nor	do	they	practise	sociology	on	the	leftist	basis.	For	
reasons	like	these,	they	can	perhaps	best	be	classified	as	liberal	sociologists.
(D) The Above-Mentioned Tensions in the Systemic Study of the Sphere of Art




and	Alain	Darbel=s	L=amour de l=art. Les musées d=art européens et leur public (The	Love	of	
Art.	European	Art	Museums	and	their	Public,	1969)	and	Bourdieu=s	Les régles de l=art. 











In	 the	 epistemological	 sense,	 rather	 similar	 representations	 are	Becker=s	 	Art World 
(1984,	 originally	 published	 1982),	 Christa	 Bürger=s	 Der Ursprung der bürgerlichen 
Institution Kunst im höfischen Weimar (The	Origin	of	 the	Bourgeois	 Institution	of	Art	
in	 the	Court	of	Weimar,	1977)	 and	Peter	Bürger=s	Theorie der Avantgarde (Theory	of	





(1749–1832)	 literary	and	theatrical	activities	and	his	conception	of	art.	 In	his	Theorie 
der Avantgarde	Peter	Bürger,	 in	 turn,	endeavours	 to	create	a	 theory	of	 the	avant-garde	
movements	of	 the	20th	century,	 in	particular,	of	 the	early	20th	century.	In	this	 sense,	
he	pays	attention	to	phenomena	such	as	Dadaism,	surrealism,	Bertolt	Brecht=s	political	
theatre,	John	Heartfield=s	photomontages	and	Andy	Warhol=s	pop	art.
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In	the	systemic	study	of	the	sphere	of	art,	constructivist	epistemology	manifests	itself	












about	 works	 of	 art	 as	 if	 those	 works	 were,	 to	 a	 great	 extent,	 independent	 of	 human	
actors.	To	be	sure,	in	his	art-theoretical	major	work	Die Kunst der Gesellschaft (The	Art	
of	Society,	1997a,	originally	published	1995)	Luhmann	thinks	that	art	is	a	special	sort	










































branch	 that	 can	 perhaps	 be	 called	 Aadministrative	 research@.	 This	 expression	 derives	






these	one	should	mention	Cultural Policy in Finland. European Programme for National 










The	 investigations	 of	Habermas,	 the	 Bürgers,	 Bourdieu	 and	 their	 congenial	 souls	
represent	 the	 spirit	 of	 leftist	 critical	 theory	 in	 the	 systemic	 study	of	 the	 sphere	of	 art.	
The	researchers	in	question	are,	to	name	some	typical	instances,	critical	of	society=s	class	




any	powerful	 feminist	 and	 sexual-political	 research	 traditions	 in	 the	 systemic	 study	of	
the	sphere	of	art.	To	be	sure,	of	the	feminist	sociologists	of	art	it	is	Janet	Wolff	who	was	







26	For	example,	in	Wolff=s	books	Feminine Sentences. Essays on Women and Culture (1990)	and	Resident 
Alien. Feminist Cultural Criticism (1995)	the	systemic	standpoint	is	almost	completely	missing.
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2 THE ARTICLES IN THIS STUDY








I	 AA	 Long-Term	 Contrast	 in	 Systemic	 Sociology:	 Niklas	 Luhmann=s	 Anti-




Theory, Culture and Society 18:1(2001),	pp.	75–103.
III	 AThe	Art	World	in	Contemporary	Western	Culture	and	Society.	An	Outline	
of	a	Theoretical	Model	Based	on	Systemic	Study@.	Seppo	Knuuttila,	Erkki	Sevänen	
and	Risto	Turunen	(eds.),	Aesthetic Culture. Essays in Honour of Yrjö Sepänmaa on 
His Sixtieth Birth Day, 12 December 2005.	Helsinki	2005:	Maahenki,	pp.	137–
172.
IV	 A>The	 Post-National	 Condition=.	On	 the	 Relationship	 Between	 the	 State,	
Nation	 and	Nationalist	 Policy	 in	 the	 Present-Day	Western	World@.	 Juri	Talvet	
(ed.),	Culture	 and	Nation	 at	 the	Turn	of	 the	Millenium.	Tartu:	Tartu	Ülikooli	
kirjastus.	Interlitteraria	5(2000),	pp.	15–36.




modern	 and	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 or	 with	 what	 kinds	 of	 theoretical	
models	and	representations	of	that	reality	it	provides	us	with.	Questions	connected	with	
modern	 culture	 and	 society	 are	 in	 those	 articles	 on	 hand	 partly	 explicitly	 and	 partly	
implicitly,	 whereas	 questions	 connected	 with	 contemporary	 or	 postmodern	 societal-
cultural	reality	are	reflected	upon	explicitly	within	them.	It	should	be	noticed	that	system-





a	 paradigmatic	 object	 for	 system-theoretical	 sociological	 analysises.	 However,	 system-
theorists	do	not	always	explicitly	mention	their	strong	bond	to	modernity	or,	alternatively,	
they	 are	 not	 always	 quite	 themselves	 aware	 of	 that	 bond.	 For	 example,	 especially	 in	
5
the	1950s,	Parsons	 constructed	 abstract	models	 by	means	 of	which	 sociologists	 could	
analyse	concrete	societal	phenomena.	Although	Parsons	did	not	usually	specify	to	which	
societies	 those	models	would	best	be	 applicable,	he	 largely	built	 them	on	 the	basis	of	
modern	Western	or	highly	differentiated	society.	The	latest	ongoing	societal	and	cultural	
macro-changes,	 that	 is,	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 phenomena	 called	 Apostmodernity@	 and	
Aglobalisation@,	have	made	bonds	such	as	these	more	visible.
Articles	 I	 and	 II	 also	 deal	 also	 with	 how	 present-day	 system-theoretical	 sociology	











theory.	On	 the	one	hand,	 they	 analyse	 the	 contrast	between	Luhmann	and	 the	 leftist	
critical	theory	and,	on	the	other	hand,	when	appraising	Luhmann=s	thinking	they	also	
take	 into	 account	 the	 critique	 that	 system-theorists	 such	 as	 Renate	 Mayntz,	 Vessela	
Misheva	 and	 Richard	Münch	 have	 directed	 at	 Luhmann.	 In	 those	 articles,	 I	 outline	
my	own	conception	of	the	contemporary	system	of	art	by	starting	from	the	concept	of	
action	and	by	borrowing	ideas	from	Luhmann	as	well	as	from	his	opponents	and	critics.	
Moreover,	my	 conception	of	 the	 contemporary	 system	of	 art	 takes	 seriously	 the	 ideas	
presented	by	theorists	of	postmodernity	or	reflexive	modernity.	In	particular,	I	tend	to	
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Heiskala	 2000:	 13).	When	 applying	 this	 idea	 I	 go	 analytically	 and	 critically	 through	
different	theories	and	investigations	of	modern	and	contemporary	societal-cultural	reality	
endeavouring	to	discover	their	merits	and	shortcomings.	Although	a	critical	analysis	 is	
a	 necessary	 tool	 in	 a	 procedure	 like	 this,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 define	 the	merits	 of	
those	 theories	and	 investigations,	because	 their	merits	can	be	utilised	when	a	systemic	
study	 attempts	 to	 outline	 a	 more	 adequate	 model	 or	 representation	 of	 modern	 and	
contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality.	Articles	 I–IV	outline	a	model	 such	as	 this	 from	
the	 standpoint	of	 the	 sphere	of	 art.	The	model	 in	question	 is	not	 a	detailed	 systemic	
representation	of	societal-cultural	reality;	rather	it	presents	some	general	guidelines	for	a	
more	detailed	systemic	representation.
2.2 Article I: AA Long-Term Contrast in Systemic Sociology: Niklas 




regards	 Bourdieu,	 Giddens	 and	 Habermas.	 The	 Luhmannian	 approach	 is	 politically	
moderate,	 and	 it	 consciously	 rejects	 humanism=s	 anthropocentric	 picture	 of	 society.	
Conversely,	the	critical	approach	is	closely	connected	with	modern	Western	humanistic	
culture	 and	 its	 democratic	 ideals,	 and	 its	way	 of	 considering	 systems	 is	 actor-centric.	
Elements	of	societal	criticism	are	almost	entirely	missing	in	Luhmann=s	system	theory,	
whereas	critical	theorists	use	to	practise	societal	and	system	criticism	in	their	sociology.	


















because	 those	 two	 approaches	have	 certain	 things	 in	 common.	First	 of	 all,	 they	 agree	
that	modern	 society	has	been	 a	 functionally	differentiated	 formation	 in	which	 several	
sub-systems	or	fields	have	obtained	a	high	degree	of	system	autonomy.	Similarly,	both	of	
them	hold	that	aesthetic	values	and	codes	have	been	prevalent	in	the	modern	art	world	
that	 constitutes	one	of	 the	 functionally	differentiated	 sub-systems	or	fields	of	modern	










investigations,	that	is,	in	his	works	Die Kunst der Gesellschaft (The	Art	of	Society,	1997a,	
originally	published	1995)	and	Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft  (Society=s	Society.	Two	
Volumes,	1997b	and	1997c)	he	proposed	that	we	may	regard	the	category	of	Fittingness	
as	the	medium	of	the	system	of	art	and	the	code	of	Fitting/Non-Fitting	would,	then,	be	
its	medium	code.	The	category	of	Fittingness	 says	 that	 in	a	 successful	work	of	art	 the	





Basically,	Luhmann	considers	 the	media	 and	medium	codes	of	 social	 systems	 as	 if	
they	would	largely	function	independently	of	people	who	act	in	those	systems.	According	
to	him,	when	society	was	differentiated	into	functional	sub-systems,	these	sub-systems	
began	 to	 develop	 their	 own	media	 and	medium	 codes.	Gradually,	 the	media	 and	 the	
medium	codes	settled,	and	at	the	same	time	functional	differentiation	become	society=s	
main	structural	feature;	this	constellation	guarantees	the	autopoiesis	of	functional	sub-
systems.	Naturally,	people	use	 the	media	 and	medium	codes	 in	question	when	 acting	
in	 sub-systems,	 but	 their	 action	 does	 not	 define	 the	 identity	 and	 boundaries	 of	 each	
sub-system.	It	is	the	media	and	medium	codes	that	provide	functional	sub-systems	with	
their	 identity	and	boundaries.	In	Bourdieu=s	La distinction. Critique social du jugement 
(Distinction.	A	Social	Critique	of	the	Judgement	of	Taste,	1979)	and	in	Peter	Bürger=s	
Theorie der Avantgarde (Theory	 of	 the	 Avant-garde,	 1974)	 aesthetic	 codes	 are	 seen	
differently.	Bourdieu	and	Bürger	regard	them	as	the	attitudes	and	dispositions	of	their	
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aesthetic	attitude	would	only	form	a	part	of	the	upper-class	habitus	or	strategy	which	the	
upper	classes	use	to	distinguish	themselves	from	other	classes.	Thus,	Bourdieu	emphasises	
that	 the	 clear-cut	 differentiation	 of	 codes	 is	 a	 state	 of	 affairs	 that	 corresponds	 to	 the	
cultural	interests,	life	style	and	habitus	of	the	higher	social	classes.	Bürger,	on	the	other	
hand,	thinks	that	aesthetic	experience	is	a	state	of	mind	in	which	modern	social	actors	
can	 momentarily	 feel	 themselves	 to	 be	 harmonious	 subjects	 and	 obtain	 imaginative	
compensation	for	the	shortcomings	of	reality.	In	this	respect,	that	experience	functions	
as	a	neutralizer	of	any	critical	 attitude	 towards	 society,	 and	 in	 the	 last	 resort	 it	has	an	
affirmative,	and	not	a	radical,	influence	on	the	rest	of	society.	In	this	way,	Bourdieu	and	


























phenomenal	world	 by	means	 of	 different	 distinctions	 and	 concepts.	 (2)	 Second-order	
observations	are	directed	towards	the	observations	produced	by	the	first	order;	they	take	
the	first-order	observations	 as	 the	objectcs	 of	 reflective	 reasoning.	 (3)	The	 third	order	
consists	of	systematically	developed	theories	which	try	to	describe	and	explain	the	world.	
Now,	according	to	Luhmann,	critical	theorists	observe	society	by	means	of	distinctions	






differentiation.	 Luhmann	was	 not	 fond	 of	 this	 concept,	 because	 he	 thought	 that	 the	
process	 of	 functional	 differentiation	 is	 still	 going	 on.	Critical	 theorists,	 in	 turn,	 have	
shared	 the	 view	 that	 the	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	
9









At	 the	 end,	 the	 article	 argues	 that	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 contains	
diverse	 elements.	 Namely,	 even	 if	 functional	 sub-systems	 are	 nowadays	 losing	 their	





2.3 Article II: AArt as an Autopoietic Sub-System of Modern Society. 
A Critical Analysis of the Concept of Art and Autopoietic Systems in 
Luhmann=s Late Production@
The	second	article	is	concerned	with	Luhmann=s	theory	of	the	system	of	art	which	he	
formulated	in	the	1990s,	in	particular,	in	his	books	Die Ausdifferenzierung des Kunstsystems 
(The	Differentiation	of	the	System	of	Art,	1994)	and	Die Kunst der Gesellschaft (The	Art	





When	describing	modern	 society,	Luhmann	gives	pride	of	place	 to	 the	 concept	of	
functional	differentiation.	In	general,	he	thought	that	the	development	of	human	society	









divides	 society	 into	 sub-systems	 that	 serve	 different	 functions.	 Luhmann	 regarded	
functional	 differentiation	 as	 the	 dominant	 structural	 feature	 of	 modern	 society.	This	
society	consists	of	sub-systems	(economics,	politics,	law,	science,	education,	art,	religion)	
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In	 Luhmann=s	 theory,	 functionally	 differentiated	 modern	 sub-systems	 operate	
autopoietically,	 that	 is,	 they	 are	 operationally	 closed	 systems	 with	 regard	 to	 their	







self-regenerate.	Those	 elements	 are	 communications;	 functionally	 differentiated	 social	
sub-systems	 consist	 of	 communications	which	 they	 themselves	 produce	 and	which	 in	
turn	maintain	 them.	Consequently,	 in	modern	 society	 functionally	differentiated	 sub-










effective	way.	 From	 the	 functional	 standpoint,	 the	 sub-systems	 are	 by	 no	means	 self-
sufficient	or	autotelic	formations.	Their	autopoiesis	guarantees	that	they	can	serve	society	
well.
Luhmann	 was	 quite	 aware	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 his	 view	 of	 functional	 differentiation	
and	modern	 society	 is	not	 in	accordance	with	 theories	of	postmodernity	and	reflexive	




their	 economic,	political	 and	cultural	 independence;	 and	 thus,	 societal	 systems	would	
nowadays	also	be	interlaced.	




















material	 formation	whose	 chief	 constituents	were	 its	medium	 and	medium	 code	 and	
the	 stylistic	 and	 formal	 properties	 of	works	 of	 art.	He	 focused	 his	 attention	 on	 non-
material	or	abstract	phenomena	of	this	kind.	Such	being	the	case,	he	spoke	little	about	
the	 institutional	and	organisational	 side	of	 the	 sub-system	of	art.	There	are	museums,	





As	 a	 differentiated	 functional	 sub-system	of	modern	 society,	 the	 system	of	 art	 has	
its	own	boundaries	 that	separate	 it	 from	the	other	sub-systems;	 furthermore,	 it	has	an	




Luhmann	understood	 the	 boundaries	 of	 the	 sub-system	of	 art	 and	how	he	 sought	 to	
define	its	medium	and	medium	code.	On	the	whole,	in	his	studies	of	the	system	of	art	
he	started	from	the	premise	that	the	system	in	question	can	be	regarded	as	an	autopoietic	
























agree	on	what	kinds	of	artifacts	belong	 to	 the	domain	of	art.	On	the	other	hand,	 the	
normative	principles	 in	question	have	a	rather	general	nature.	They	do	not	necessarily	
contain	 all	 the	 information	 that	 actors	need	 in	 the	 classification	of	 the	 artifacts.	To	 a	







art	 and	non-art.	Those	 rules	 stated	 that	 artifacts	must	have	 certain	 formal	or	 external	
properties	 and	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	 human	 content	 before	 they	 can	 be	 accepted	 as	 art.	
Rules	like	these	were	not,	of	course,	wholly	exact	and	unambiguous,	but	in	the	current	
sphere	of	culture	 they	have	 largely	 lost	 their	credibility.	Nowadays,	 the	art	world	 lives	


















The	article	presents	 that	 in	contemporary	societal-cultural	 reality	 the	system	of	art	
has	become	 increasingly	open	–	as	 theorists	of	de-differentiation	emphasise.	However,	
when	 describing	 this	 process	 the	 article	 chiefly	 leans	 on	 Mayntz=s	 and,	 especially,	
Münch=s	investigations,	and	it	takes	the	concept	of	action	as	its	point	of	departure.	De-
differentiation	is	understood	as	a	broadening	interpenetration	in	the	article.	Following	
Münch,	 interpenetration,	 in	 turn,	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 phenomenon	 in	 which	
there	 are	 or	 there	 emerge	 common	 and	 overlapping	 areas	 between	differentiated	 sub-
systems;	these	areas,	or	interpenetrating	zones,	contain	elements	of	different	sub-systems.	
Albeit	 interpenetration	was	 already	 an	 important	 phenomenon	 in	modern	 society,	 in	
contemporary	societal-cultural	reality	its	meaning	is	clearly	increasing.	The	present	process	







2.4 Article III: AThe Art World in Contemporary Western Culture and 




former	 is,	 in	 particular,	 represented	 by	 the	 Luhmannian	 school	 and	 critical	 theorists,	
besides	which	the	article	utilises	theories	of	postmodernity	or	reflexive	modernity	and	the	







More	 generally,	 theorists	 of	 postmodernity	 have	 often	 thought	 that	Western	 societies	
began	to	move	from	the	era	of	modernity	to	the	phase	of	postmodernity	in	the	1950s	and	
1960s.	Danto	and	the	other	representatives	of	the	philosophical	branch	do	not,	however,	
usually	 take	 into	 account	 large-scale	 societal	 changes	 and	 processes,	 wherefore	 it	 is	
necessary	to	complete	their	views	of	the	contemporary	art	world	with	macro-sociological	
theories.	A	completion	like	this	is	carried	through	at	the	end	of	the	article.
Theoretical	 models	 are	 abstract	 constructions	 that	 are	 framed	 with	 the	 intention	
that	they	would	help	us	to	understand	the	general	structure	and	operation	principles	of	
their	objects.	Hence,	in	the	study	of	culture	and	society,	such	models	usually	ignore	the	



































(2)	To	 a	 great	 extent,	 contemporary	 art	 has	 become	 estranged	 from	 the	 aesthetic	









Principle	 (2)	 is,	 above	 all,	 true	 of	 contemporary	 serious	 art,	 whereas	 popular	 art	
genres	 such	 as	 entertainment	music,	 rock	music,	 rap	music,	 film	 and	 television	 series	
give	 aesthetic	 pleasure	 and	 enjoyment	 to	 people.	Thus,	 at	 least	 in	 this	 sense	 aesthetic	
concepts	are	still	relevant	in	art	theory.	In	addition,	in	contemporary	culture	and	society	
the	process	of	the	de-aestheticization	of	serious	art	has	occured	at	almost	the	same	time	
















Likewise,	 due	 to	 recent	 changes	 in	 society=s	 communication	 and	media	 structure,	
















was	 of	 American	 origin,	 criticism	 of	 it	 by	 European	 intellectuals,	 cultural	 politicians	














the	contemporary	Western	art	world.	This	art	world	 includes	 several	different	 stylistic	
layers,	for	example,	realistic,	modernist,	avant-gardist	and	postmodernist	works,	besides	
which	works	of	popular	art	can	often	be	classified	as	romances	or	as	romantic	melodramas.	
In	 addition,	 different	 regional,	 ethnic	 and	 sexual-political	 groups	 are	 active	 in	 the	 art	
world.












performances,	body	art,	kinetic	 art,	 environmental	 art,	 earth	art,	graffiti,	 installations,	
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be	fusing	with	theoretical	discourses	and	the	philosophy	of	art.	At	the	macro-sociological	
level,	 the	position	and	 the	 state	of	 the	 system	of	art	 can	be	described	and	 interpreted	
by	means	 of	 the	 concepts	 of	 reflexive	modernisation	 and	 de-differentiation.	Reflexive	
modernisation	means	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	 points	 of	 departure	 of	Western	modernity.	






art	 is	 decreasing.	Whilst	 becoming	more	open	 this	 system	has,	 in	 an	 inverse	 relation,	
changed	into	a	less	system-like	formation.
2.5 Article IV: A>The Post-National Condition=: On the Relationship 
























and	 successors,	 as	 well	 as	 critical	 theorists	 have	 almost	 completely	 ignored	 questions	
that	 are	 concerned	 with	 the	 relationships	 between	 the	 system	 of	 art	 and	 nationalist	














a	certain	area	or	place	 in	 the	world	 is	 their	home	country	or	 fatherland.	 In	general,	 a	
nationalist	movement	and	a	comparable	nationalist	policy	strive	to	establish	a	political	
unit	–	a	state	or	an	autonomous	territory	–	 for	a	 single	nation;	or,	 if	a	nation	already	
has	its	own	political	unit,	nationalist	policy	tries	to	protect	this	unit	and	strengthen	the	
collective	 identity	of	 the	nation	as	 a	whole.	Nationalist	 ideology	 is	 a	 system	of	beliefs	












In	part,	 that	 close	 relationship	can	be	 explained	 from	a	political	perspective.	After	
the	 collapse	 of	 feudalism	 and	 societies	 based	 on	 aristocratic	 estates	 the	 new	 brand	 of	
rulers	 could	no	 longer	 establish	 their	power	on	 a	 foundation	made	up	of	 religious	or	
metaphysical	principles,	or	on	dynastic	traditions.	Instead,	they	had	to	depend	on	people;	
that	is,	they	had	to	gain	the	approval	of	the	ordinary	people	for	their	right	to	rule.	Otto	
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people,	 or	 the	 Amob@,	 were	 excluded	 from	 the	 nation.	This	 kind	 of	 narrow	 concept	
of	nation	 also	prevailed	 in	Scottland,	France,	 Spain,	 Sweden	 and	Poland.	 In	 contrast,	
in	modern	nation-states,	 the	 ordinary	 people	 have	 been	 accepted	 as	 true	members	 of	
the	nation.	Roughly	speaking,	 this	process	has	 taken	place	 from	the	 late	18th	century	
onwards.
In	Western	Europe,	modern	nations	and	nation-states	were	usually	in	the	first	instance	
























European	 countries	 contained	 a	 clear-cut	 nationalist	 dimension.	 At	 that	 time,	 those	
countries	developed	welfare	state	systems	that	took	care	of	their	citizens=	economic	and	
social	 security	and	their	physical	and	mental	health.	Politicians	 in	those	countries	also	
thought	 that	 it	was,	 as	 a	 last	 resort,	 the	duty	of	 the	 state	 and	 the	 local	 authorities	 to	








part,	by	a	neo-liberal	doctrine	which	demands	 that	 cultural	 institutions	 should,	 as	 far	
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3 MODERN CULTURE AND SOCIETY 
IN THE LIGHT OF SYSTEMIC 
SOCIOLOGY
3.1 An Overall View of Systemic Theories of Modernity
On	the	basis	of	 system-theoretical	 and	 systemic	 sociology,	 it	 is	possible	 to	 reconstruct	
a	certain	kind	of	overall	view	of	modern	culture	and	society.	A	representation	like	this	
is,	of	course,	 rather	abstract,	and	 it	 largely	 ignores	 the	 incongruities	between	different	





AFunctional	 differentiation@	 occurred	 as	 a	 systematically	 elaborated	 theoretical	
concept	 in	Parsons=	 system-theoretical	 investigations	 of	 the	 1950s.27	Despite	 this,	 one	
can,	 with	 good	 reasons,	 state	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 differentiation	 in	 itself	 had	 already	
been	used	by	the	classics	of	sociology.	In	particular,	this	generalisation	is	true	of	Georg	
Simmel	and	Émile	Durkheim.	In	his	work,	Über soziale Differenzierung. Soziologische und 
Psychologische Untersuchungen (On	Social	Differentiation.	Sociological	and	Psychological	
Investigations,	1890)	Simmel	considered	social	changes	and	processes	by	means	of	the	
concept	of	differentiation,	and	Durkheim=s	De la division du travail social	(The	Division	
of	Labour	in	Society,	1986,	originally	published	1893),	in	turn,	anticipated	the	concept	
of	functional	differentiation.	In	the	case	of	Durkheim,	Aanticipated@	means	the	fact	that	







as	 an	 one	 of	 the	most	 central	 features	 or	 tendencies	 in	 societal	 evolution,	 and	Marx	
understood	modern	capitalist	economics	as	a	basically	autonomous	formation	that	has	
become	estranged	from	political,	moral	and	religious	regulation	and	from	its	Asoftening	
influence@.	When	 appraising	 Marx=	 theory	 of	 modern	 capitalist	 economics	 Johannes	
27	The	 sociological	 concept	 of	 functional	 differentiation	 is	 explicated,	 among	 other	 things,	 in	 S.N.	
Eisenstadt=s	Social Differentiation and Stratification (1977),	Niklas	Luhmann=s	(ed.)	Soziale	Differenzie-
rung. Grundriss einer allgemeinen Theorie (Social	Differentiation.	Outline	of	a	General	Theory,	1985b),	
Renate	Mayntz=s,	Bernd	Rosewitz=s,	Uwe	Schimank=s	und	Rudolf	Stichweh=s	(eds.)	Differenzierung und 
Verselbständigung. Zur Entwicklung gesellschaftlicher Teilsysteme	(To	Differentiate	and	to	Become	Inde-
pendent.	 About	 the	Development	 of	 Society=s	 Sub-Systems,	 1988),	 Jeffrey	C.	 Alexander=s	 and	 Paul	
Colomy=s	(eds.)	Differentiation and Social Change. Comparative and Historical Perspectives,	1990)	and	in	
Uwe	Schimank=s	Theorien	gesellschaftlicher Differenzierung (Theories	of	Societal	Differentiation,	1996).	
See,	also,	Stephen	Crook=s,	Jan	Pakulski=s	and	Malcolm	Waters=s Postmodernization. Change in Advanced 

















published	1919),	Weber	writes	 that	 after	Charles	Baudelaire=s	 collection	of	poems	Les 












and	 Parsons=	 theories	 of	 society.	How	 do	 system-theoretical	 sociologists,	 then,	 define	
the	 concept	 of	 functional	 differentiation?	Formerly	 they	were	 inclined	 to	define	 it	 by	
leaning	 on	 a	whole/parts	metaphor.	This	metaphor	 is	 in	 use,	 among	 other	 things,	 in	
Parsons=	works.	Consequently,	in	his	The System of Modern Societies (1971)	he	states	that	
Adifferentiation	is	the	division	of	a	unit	or	structure	in	a	social	system	into	two	or	more	











System-theoretical	 sociologists	 do	not	usually	deny	 that	 there	 are	 also	other	 forms	
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which	are	distinct	and	equal;	in	archaic	society,	those	parts	were	families,	tribes,	clans	and	
villages.	Stratified	differentiation	divides	 society	 into	 sub-systems	 that	 are	distinct	 and	
unequal;	 in	civilized	 society,	 those	 sub-systems	were	 estates	 and	 status	groups.	Finally,	








Gesellschaften)	 he	 means	 both	 ancient	 democracies	 and	 tyrannies	 and	 medieval	 and	
premodern	 European	 societies;	 all	 of	 those	 civilized	 societies	 were	 aristocratic	 class	
societies.	 Parsons,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 used	 a	 somewhat	 different	 vocabulary.	When	






pattern	 primitive--archaic/intermediate--modern,	 whereas	 Luhmann=s	 pattern	 has	 the	
form	primitive/archaicBcivilisedBmodern.
As	stated	earlier,	there	are,	in	modern	society,	several	different	forms	of	differentiation.	
In	his	 late	production,	Luhmann	wrote	 that	although	 functional	differentiation	 is	 the	
major	 structural	 feature	 of	modern	 society,	 class	 inequalities	 in	 this	 society	 represent	
stratified	differentiation;	yet,	modern	society	cannot	be	grasped	sufficiently	well	by	means	















On	 the	 contrary,	he	often	 considers	 individual	 sub-systems	 as	 if	 they	were	Leibnizian	
monads,	that	is,	almost	entirely	closed	formations	or	islands.	On	the	other	hand,	it	is,	
in	particular,	Parsons	and	Münch	who	have	emphasised	that	functional	sub-systems	are,	
in	many	ways,	 interlaced.	There	 are,	 between	 sub-systems,	 common	 and	 overlapping	
areas	which	contain	elements	of	different	sub-systems;	these	common	and	overlapping	





which	 has	 formed	 a	 grounding	 for	modern	 economic	 production	 (Münch	 1984:	 14,	
18,	21;	1988b:	228).	Thus,	according	to	Parsons	and	Münch,	the	concept	of	functional	
differentiation	 does	 not	 alone	 define	 modern	 society	 sufficiently	 well,	 wherefore	



























In	 addition,	 in	Luhmann=s	 and	Habermas=	works	 the	 idea	 of	 societal	 and	 cultural	









games	 and	 life	 forms	 have	 clearly	 inspired	 pluralistic	 thinking.	The	 other	 important	








1974,	originally	published	1970)	he	wrote	 that	 in	a	 functionally	differentiated	society	
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In	 Habermas=	 production,	 both	 his	 theory	 of	 knowledge	 interest	 and	 his	 theory	
of	 communicative	 action	discard	monolithic	 conceptions	of	 rationality;	 to	be	 sure,	 in	
this	connection	we	have	to	pass	over	the	former	and	focus	on	the	latter.	In	his	Theorie 
des kommunikativen Handelns (Theory	 of	Communicative	Action,	 1987a	 and	 1987b,	
originally	published	1981),	Habermas	distinguishes	between	strategic	and	communicative	











The	 difference	 between	 cognitive-instrumental	 rationality	 and	 communicative	




and	quantifying,	 and	 an	 action	 like	 this	 is	 also	 indifferent	with	 regard	 to	 all	 kinds	of	
substantial	value	principles.	Conversely,	substantial	or	material	rationality	appraises	the	
world	and	the	action	from	the	standpoint	of	certain	value	principles.	According	to	Weber,	
originally	 modern	Western	 formal	 rationality	 developed	 in	 the	 spheres	 of	 economics	
and	 politics,	 but	 afterwards	 it	 also	 began	 to	 spread	 into	 other	 spheres	 of	 society.	 For	
this	 reason	 the	most	 serious	 problem	 in	modern	Western	 civilization	 lies	 in	 that	 it	 is	
increasingly	 dominated	 by	 an	 action	which	 is	 rational	 only	 in	 the	 formal	 sense;	 and,	
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things,	 ADutch@,	 AFrench@,	 ABritish@,	 AAmerican@,	 ASoviet@	 and	 AJapanese@	 societies	 as	




(1975:	 53-55;	 1981:	 310–312)	 stated	 that	modern	 society	 is	 a	world	 society,	 because	
almost	all	of	the	functional	sub-systems	have	exceeded	the	limits	of	the	so-called	nation-
states.	 In	 his	Die	Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft (Society=s	 Society,	 1997),	 he	 announced	
more	 unconditionally	 that	 there	 can	 be	 no	 regional	 societies	 under	 the	 conditions	 of	
modernity;	 perhaps	 only	 political-administrative	 and	 legal	 sub-systems	 have	 relatively	
clear-cut	regional	boundaries,	whereas	other	functional	sub-systems	have	functioned	as	
parts	of	world	society	since	the	beginning	of	modernity.	(Luhmann	1997b:	30-31,	166.	
See,	 also,	Luhmann	1995:	117.)	 	However,	 in	another	connection,	Luhmann	(1993c:	







The	 other	 sub-chapters	 in	 this	 chapter	 explicate	 how	 system-theorists	 conceive	 of	
modern	culture	and	society	and	what	kind	of	position	the	sphere	of	art	obtains	in	their	
models	of	modernity.	The	explication	starts	from	Parsons=	sociology	that	is	often	ignored	
by	 theorists	 of	 the	 system	of	 art.	The	 reasons	 for	 this	 becomes	 clear	 in	 the	next	 sub-
chapter.
3.2 Talcott Parsons on Modernity
Parsons	 held	 that,	 up	 to	 a	 certain	 limit,	 an	 increasing	 structural	 and	 functional	
differentiation	is	a	typical	feature	of	the	process	of	socio-cultural	evolution.	Such	being	
the	case,	at	the	level	of	general	action	system,	AprimitiveA	civilizations	were	largely	un-
differentiated	wholes	 (Parsons	 1966:	 30–50,	 95).	 A	 general	 action	 system	 consists	 of	





















on	 the	 practice	 of	 asceticism	 and	 religious	 mysticism;	 actually,	 Buddhism	 went	 even	
further,	 for	 it	 regarded	a	 life	 in	a	monks=	 community	as	an	 ideal	way	of	 living.	Thus,	
both	of	these	religions	were	largely	indifferent	to	mundane	affairs.	In	modern	Western	
civilization,	Parsons	emphasised,	culture	and	society	are	differentiated	from	each	other,	
but	 there	are	also	 several	common	zones	between	 them.	 In	modern	Western	 societies,	
certain	basic	and	abstract	cultural	values	function	as	cornerstones	of	social	systems	and	
institutions,	and	individuals	have	internalised	those	values	as	constituents	of	their	own	
personality.	 In	 this	way,	certain	values	and	principles	are	 transferred	 from	culture	 into	
society	and	personalities	in	modern	Western	civilization.
It	might	not	be	difficult	 to	 see	 that	Parsons=	way	of	 speaking	 about	 socio-cultural	














dominated	by	 segmented	differentiation	 that	divided	 them	 into	 families	 and	 alliances	
of	families.	Segmented	differentiation	is	a	form	of	horizontal	differentiation,	because	in	
it	 the	differentiated	units	 are	 relatively	 equal.	 Still,	 in	medieval	European	 civilization,	










In	 Table	 2,	 the	 functional	 necessity	 of	 Adaptation	 (A)	 is	 taken	 care	 of	 by	 the	
functional	sub-system	of	economics.	The	sub-system	of	economics	does	not	consist	only	



















uniformity	 into	 society	 and	 through	 this	 they	 take	 care	 of	 the	 functional	necessity	 of	
Integration	(I).	Therefore,	they	are	central	constituents	in	the	functional	sub-system	of	
integration.
Socio-cultural	 sub-system	 takes	 care	 of	 the	 functional	 necessity	 of	 Latency	 (L)	 or	
Pattern	Maintenance,	wherefore	 it	has	a	close	 relationship	with	culture. Owing	to	 the	
action	of	this	sub-system,	cultural	representations,	values	and	meanings	do	not	remain	









in a Functional 
Sub-System
The Symbolically 













































The	 socio-cultural	 sub-system	 functions	 as	 a	 filter	 between	 culture	 and	 society.	
By	 transferring	certain	abstract	 cultural	values	and	models	 into	 society	 it	guarantees	a	














































can,	 in	part,	be	considered	as	a	constituent	of	 the	 integration=s	 functional	 sub-system.	






and	 Acommon	rules@	produces	normative	uniformity	 into	 this	 sub-system	(I),	 and	 the	

























3.3 Modern Society as a Web of Autopoietic Sub-Systems and their Mutual 
Relationships in Luhmann=s Late Production














Table 3. Luhmann=s	 View	 of	Modern	 Functional	 Sub-Systems	 and	 their	Media	 and	
Medium	Codes















1996;	 1997b:	 358-363;	 1997c:	 743–776,	 1102–1104;	 2000b;	 2002.	 See,	 also,	 Becker	&	
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functional	differentiation	is	a	form	of	horizontal	differentiation.	This	view	implies	that	
there	 is	no	primary	or	dominant	 functional	 sub-system	 in	modern	 society;	 those	 sub-
systems	are	simply	equal.30
In	 Luhmann=s	 late	 production,	 communication	 is	 a	 characteristic	 feature	 of	 social	
systems.	The	 specificity	 of	 modern	 functionally	 differentiated	 sub-systems	 lies	 in	 the	
state	of	affairs	that	as	communicative	systems	they	have	their	own	media	and	medium	
codes;	 in	 other	words,	 each	of	 them	has	 its	 own	 specific	medium	and	medium	code.	
Following	 Parsons,	 Luhmann	 termed	 the	media	 used	 by	 the	modern	 functional	 sub-
systems	 Asymbolically	 generalised	 communication	media@.	Thus,	modern	 functionally	
differentiated	sub-systems	do	not	communicate	only	with	the	help	of	natural	languages,	
but	 they	 also	 employ	 their	 own	media	 –	 improving	 in	 this	way	 their	 communicative	
potentialities.	 Table	 3	 presents	 ten	 modern	 functional	 sub-systems	 and	 their	 media	















exactly	 when	 a	 particular	 sub-system	 gained	 its	 autopoiesis;	 to	 this	 question	 one	 can	
only	 give	 approximate	 answers.	 Generally	 speaking,	 the	 aristocratic	 estate	 society	 fell	
into	decay	by	 the18th	 century	 and	 it	was	 replaced	by	 functionally	differentiated	 sub-
systems.	When	 considering	 these	 sub-systems	 Luhmann	 gave	 up	 the	 Parsonsian	 idea	
of	 functional	 necessity.	 For	 him,	modern	 functional	 sub-systems	 do	 not	 take	 care	 of	
functional	necessities;	each	of	them	simply	has	its	own	task	or	Afunction@	in	society	and	
in	the	societal	division	of	labour.
As	 far	 as	 social	 systems	 are	 concerned,	 Luhmann	 chiefly	 applied	 the	 concept	 of	
autopoiesis	to	the	entirety	of	society	and	to	the	modern	functional	sub-systems.	He	held	
30	Luhmann=s	thinking	has	been	analyzed	and	estimated	in	several	journals	and	books.	See,	for	examp-
le,	Zeitschrift für Soziologie Volume	21:6(1992),	Theory, Culture and Society Volumes	11:2(1994)	and	
18:1(2001),	 New German Critique	 Volume	 61(1994),	 Cybernetics and Human Knowing Volumes	
12:4(2005),	13:1(2006)	and	14:2-3(2007),	Organization	Volume	13:1(2006)	as	well	as	Hans	Haferkamp	
and	Michael	Schmid	(eds.),	Sinn, Kommunikation und soziale Differenzierung. Beiträge zu Luhmann=s 
Theore sozialer Systeme (Sense,	Communication	and	Social	Differentiation.	Studies	of	Luhmann=s	The-
orie	of	Social	Systems,	1987),	Werner	Krawitz	and	Michael	Welker	 (eds.),	Kritik der Theorie sozialer 
Systeme. Auseinandersetzungen mit Luhmann=s Hauptwerk (Critique	on	 the	Theory	of	Social	Systems.	
Confrontations	with	Luhmann=s	Major	Work,	 1992),	A.	Koschorke	 and	C.	Vismann	 (eds.),	Wider-
stände der Systemtheorie. Kulturtheoretische Analysen zum Werk von Niklas Luhmann (Contradictions	of	
System	Theory.	Culture-Theoretical	Analysises	on	the	Work	of	Niklas	Luhmann,	1999).	A	well-written	
introduction	to	Luhmann=s	thinking	is	Frank	Becker=s	and	Elke	Reinhardt-Becker=s	Systemtheorie. Eine 
Einführung in die Geschichte- und Kulturwissenschaften (2001);	despite	its	title,	it	concentrates	on	presen-
ting	Luhmann=s	system	theory.
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Luhmann	was	 not	 quite	 sure	whether	 all	 of	 the	modern	 functional	 sub-systems	 have	
reached	the	state	of	autopoiesis;	sometimes	he	wrote	as	if	it	is	chiefly	sub-systems	such	













them	a	source	of	energy	and	 information,	and	 it	 imposes	 some	general	 limitations	on	
their	 functioning.	However,	 the	 crucial	 thing	 is	 that	 each	 autopoietic	 system	 handles	
this	 energy	 and	 information	 according	 to	 its	 internal	 principles	 of	 operation,	 in	
particular,	according	to	its	medium	and	medium	code;	thus,	precisely	in	this	sense	it	is	
an	operationally	closed	formation.	In	addition,	autopoietic	systems	produce	themselves	
the	elements	of	which	 they	consist,	wherefore	 they	are	 self-referential	 formations	with	
an	ability	to	self-recur	and	self-regenerate	(Luhmann	1984:	51;	1997c:	746–749).	In	the	
















according	 to	 its	 own	 specific	principles.	Each	medium	code	 is	 divided	 into	 a	positive	













1993c:	310–313).	 It	 should	also	be	noticed	 that	 in	Luhmann=s	 theory	 the	 identity	of	






Table 4. A	 Luhmannian	View	 of	 the	 Function,	Medium,	Medium	Code	 and	Other	
Relevant	Codes	of	the	System	of	Art.	Version	I.
 
The Function of the System of Art:                            Production	of	World	Contingency
The Medium of the System of Art:																													Beauty
The Medium Code of the System of Art:	 							Beautiful/Non-Beautiful








































respects,	 aesthetic	 values	 and	 aesthetic	 pleasure	 are	 essential	 factors	within	 the	 sphere	















to	have	been	the	dominant	conception	of	art	 from	the	 late-18th	century	 to	 the	early-
20th	century.	During	this	long	period,	those	groups	attempted	to	control	the	boundaries	
of	art	strictly.	In	the	first	instance,	they	approved	as	art	only	the	cultural	genres	whose	
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of	the	medium	and	medium	code	of	the	system	of	art,	we	can	next	consider	his	views	
of	 the	 1980s	 and	 early	 1990s,	 because	 until	 that	 date	 the	 aesthetic	 conception	 of	 art	
had	a	profound	influence	on	him.	In	fact,	at	that	time	his	conception	of	art	was	mainly	
philosophical-aesthetic	rather	than	sociological	as	we	can	see	by	looking	at	Table	4.










of	 thought.	 Aesthetic	 experiences	 are	 mental	 states	 of	 mind	 possessed	 by	 individuals	






could	also	 exist	 in	 another	way	–	 in	other	words,	 they	 teach	us	 that	our	phenomenal	
world	can	be	constructed	in	several	different	ways	(Luhmann	1986:	624–625).	In	this	















are,	 for	 example,	 consumed	 in	 the	 intimate	 sphere	 and	 in	 the	 schooling	 system	 (the	






code	 of	 the	 system	 of	 art,	 he	 did	 not	 think	 that	 the	 system	 of	 art	 would	 limit	 itself	
only	 to	 the	 use	 of	 this	 basic	 code.	The	 system	 of	 art	 also	 utilises	 other	 aesthetic	 and	






























Beautiful/Non-Beautiful	became	central	 in	the	 late	18th	century,	and	still	 in	the	mid-
20th	century	theorists	of	art	were	inclined	to	define	Athe	essence	of	art@	by	means	of	the	
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on	science	can	also	be	seen	in	the	way	in	which	science	chooses	its	research	objects	and	
research	 problems.	 But,	 Luhmann	 (1991:	 300–309)	 added,	 both	 in	 methodical	 and	
theoretical	questions	and	in	the	evaluation	of	the	results,	science	works	in	an	autopoietic	
and	 autonomic	way.	 Likewise,	 the	 system	 of	 art	 is,	 as	 an	 autopoietic	 and	 autonomic	
formation,	dependent	on	its	societal	environment,	even	if	Luhmann	did	not	pay	much	
attention	to	the	relationships	that	the	system	of	art	has	with	its	societal	environment.
Luhmann=s	views	of	 the	 function,	medium	and	medium	code	of	 the	 system	of	art	
have	aroused	a	lively	discussion	among	his	disciples	and	successors	in	Germany	and	in	
the	Netherlands.	 Some	of	 those	 disciples	 and	 successors	 share	Luhmann=s	 basic	 views	
on	these	matters,	while	others	have	been	rather	critical	of	them.	Among	other	persons,	























new	 views	 of	 the	world	 as	well	 as	 fresh	 perspectives,	 ideas	 and	 experiences.	 (Schmidt	
1980:	99–106;	1987:	19,	21–22;	1989:	430–431.)





societal-cultural	 reality	 itself.	 Plumpe	 and	Werber	 hold	 that	 in	 the	 process	 of	 societal	
differentiation	work	 and	 leisure	 time	have	differentiated	 from	each	other	 gradually.	A	
constellation	like	this	created	broadening	markets	for	the	institutions	of	art	and	cultural	
production,	and,	they	continue,	for	this	reason	it	has	been	the	function	of	art	to	offer	
reasonable	 and	meaningful	 activities	 to	 social	 actors	during	 their	 leisure	 time.	From	a	
functional	 standpoint,	 art	 has,	 therefore,	 been	 entertainment	 in	 modern	 society.	 Art	
has	entertained	actors	by	producing	works	that	actors	find	more	or	less	interesting.	As	




other	 hand,	 the	 production	 of	world	 contingency	 is	 not	 a	 necessary	 feature	 of	works	
of	art,	because	this	thing	can	quite	well	be	understood	without	works	of	art.	Thus,	 in	
Plumpe=s	 and	Werber=s	model	 of	 the	 system	of	 art,	 art	 is	 entertainment,	 the	 category	
of	 Work	 is	 its	 medium	 and	 the	 distinction	 Interesting/Non-Interesting	 its	 medium	
code.	Plumpe	and	Werber	remark	that	there	are	different	strategies	of	entertainment	in	
modern	 and	 contemporary	 society.	 Some	people	 like	 sports	 or	 television	 series,	while	






































is	 fitting	 in	 those	works	 of	 art	might	 be	 something	 that	 has	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 the	
categories	of	beautiful	and	pleasant.	Views	such	as	these	represent	Luhmann=s	major	art-
theoretical	train	of	thought	in	his	last	investigations.
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Table 5. A	 Luhmannian	View	 of	 the	 Function,	Medium,	Medium	Code	 and	Other	
Relevant	Codes	of	the	System	of	Art.	Version	II.
The Function of the System of Art:																						Production	of	World	Contingency
The Medium of the System of Art:																						Fittingness
The Medium Code of the System of Art:	 Fitting/Non-Fitting



























Unfortunately,	 in	 his	 last	 investigations	 Luhmann	 did	 not	 always	 understand	 the	
categories	of	fitting	and	beautiful	as	clearly	separate	entities.	Sometimes	he	even	wrote	that	
the	code	Fitting/Non-Fitting	could	perhaps	be	equated	with	the	distinction	Beautiful/




unstimmig	 unter	 der	 Zusatzbedingung	 hoher	 Komplexität,	 also	 selbsterzeugter	
Schwierigkeiten.	(Luhmann	1997a:	317.)
[If	one	wants	to	hold	onto	the	semantics	of	the	beautiful,	then	it	might	best	be	


























of	 the	 functional	 sub-systems	 are	not	based	on	 a	 single	 or	 simple	 code.	According	 to	
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At	 the	 level	 of	 societal	 system,	 Luhmann	 regarded	 modern	 society	 as	 a	 web	 of	
autopoietic	sub-systems	and	their	mutual	relationships.	Because	each	modern	functional	
sub-system	is,	in	his	model,	an	autopoietic	formation,	there	is	a	unity	in	modern	society.	
However,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 the	 principle	 of	 autopoiesis	 separates	 the	 sub-
systems	 from	 each	 other	 and	makes	 them	 such	 different	 formations.	 In	 this	 respect,	
Luhmann	 constructed	 a	 rather	 paradoxical	 theoretical	 model	 of	 modern	 society.	
His	 model	 also	 largely	 ignores	 the	 relationships	 between	 different	 functional	 sub-
























couplings	 between	 those	 sub-systems.	 As	 far	 as	 the	 sub-system	 of	 art	 is	 concerned,	
Luhmann	thought	that	it	only	has	a	few	structural	couplings	with	other	sub-systems.	In	
Die Kunst der Gesellschaft	he	mentions	trade	with	works	of	art	nearly	as	an	only	instance	
of	structural	couplings	between	the	sub-system	of	art	and	other	sub-systems:
Est	gibt	wenige	und	eher	lasche	strukturelle	Kopplungen	zwischen	Kunstsystem	
und	 andere	 Funktionssystemen.	 Es	 gibt	 nach	 wie	 vor	 einen	 auf	 Kunstwerke	














speak	 about	 structural	 couplings	 in	 a	 consistent	 way.	 Sometimes	 his	 works	 give	 an	
impression	that	structural	couplings	are	not	parts	of	functional	sub-systems	but	they	lie	
outside	 those	 sub-systems	or	between	 them;	however,	more	often	he	 seemed	 to	 think	
that	structural	couplings	simultaneously	belong	at	least	to	two	different	sub-systems	(cf.	
Becker	&	Reinhardt-Becker	2001:	65–67).	The	latter	interpretation	implies	that	Luhmann	











be	 structural	 couplings	 between	 the	 sub-system	of	 politics	 and	 the	 sub-system	of	 art.	
Radio	and	television,	in	turn,	would	be	structural	couplings	between	the	sub-system	of	
mass	media	and	the	sub-system	of	art.	Albeit	Luhmann	ignores	couplings	 like	these,	I	








zwischen	 Krankensystem	 und	 Wirtsschaft	 als	 Beschäftigungssystem,	 zwischen	





[Compared	 to	other	 intersystemic	 relationships	–	between	 law	and	politics,	 for	
example,	 between	 the	 health	 care	 system	 and	 the	 economy	 as	 an	 employment	
system,	between	the	economy	and	politics	or	between	the	economy	and	science	











have	 been	widely	 interlaced.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	Luhmann	 is	 obviously	 right	 in	 that	
modern	art	has	been	capable	of	analyzing	society=s	basic	problems	and	–	I	would	myself	
like	 to	 add	–	of	presenting	 critical	 remarks	on	 society=s	 shortcomings.	 In	 this	 respect,	
modern	art	has	been	more	autonomous	with	regard	to	the	rest	of	society,	for	instance,	
than	the	system	of	science	and	the	schooling	system	have	been.
The	 rigidity	 and	 narrowness	 of	 Luhmann=s	 concept	 of	 system	 can	 be	 interpreted	
in	different	ways.	 In	 their	 study	of	Luhmann=s	 system	 theory,	Frank	Becker	und	Elke	





















3.4 Modern Culture and Society from the Standpoint of Actor-Centric 
Systemic Studies
In	his	system	theory,	Luhmann	(1985a:	629)	states	that	it	is	impossible	to	observe	the	










on	 modern	 social	 systems,	 in	 particular,	 in	 his	 investigations	 Soziale Systeme (Social	
Systems,	1985a,	originally	published	1984),	Beobachtungen der Moderne (Observations	
75
of	Modernity,	1992) und	Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft (Society	of	Society,	1997b	and	





them	 from	 their	 societal	 environment.	Therefore,	 his	 entire	 production	 does	 not	 pay	
thorough	attention	to	the	relationships	between	the	functional	sub-systems.
Simultaneously,	 Luhmann=s	 production	 does	 not	 always	 take	 into	 account	 the	
differences	 between	 functional	 sub-systems.	 In	 his	 production,	 both	 the	 concept	 of	
functional	differentiation	and	the	concept	of	functional	sub-system,	especially,	are	rather	



























and	 compare	 different	 social	 formations	with	 each	 other	with	 regard	 to	 their	 system-
likeness.	From	this	standpoint	it	might	be	justified	to	say	that	modern	economics	and	





Einführung in die Theorie der Gesellschaft (Introduction	to	the	Theory	of	Society,	2005),	edited	by	Dirk	
Baecker,	is	a	collection	of	his	writings	and	not	a	single	monograph.







in	 it.	 Representatives	 of	 the	 systemic	 study	 of	 art	 are,	 therefore,	 inclined	 to	 say	 that	









does	not	point	 to	roles,	 institutions	and	organisations	 in	 this	connection,	he	 theorizes	
about	functional	sub-systems	as	if	they	were	as	stable,	fixed,	non-personal	and	non-living	
as	organisational	systems	usually	are.	For	this	reason	Misheva	(2000:	20–21,	211–217)	








(2000:	 223–224)	 also	 associates	with	Luhmann=s	 theory.	The	 theory	 in	 question	has,	
therefore,	certain	serious	weaknesses	as	a	model	of	modernity.
Thus,	 even	 if	 Luhmann	 speaks	 about	 societal	 evolution	 and	 modernisation	 in	
his	 production,	 his	 investigations	 are	 not	 historical	 enough;	 that	 is,	 because	 of	 their	
abstractness	they	offer	to	us	rather	monolithic	and	one-dimensional	theoretical	models.	
What	is	needed	here	is	a	model	of	modernity	that	is	more	genuinely	historical	by	nature	



























of	 modern	 society	 correctly.	 As	 far	 as	 the	 concept	 of	 autopoiesis	 itself	 is	 concerned,	
Münch	does	not	discard	it,	but	he	wishes	to	use	it	in	another	way	than	Luhmann	used	
it.	Autopoiesis	was,	for	Luhmann	(1997a:	300–301),	not	a	matter	of	degree;	he	thought	
that	 functional	 sub-systems	 operate	 either	 autopoietically	 or	 not	 –	 and	 there	 is	 not	 a	
third	possibility.	In	contrast	to	this,	Münch	(1994:	304;	1995;	27–29)	suggests	that	the	
concept	of	autopoiesis	can	be	used	to	express	differences	in	degree;	it	is	only	in	this	case	
that	 it	 can	be	 applied	 to	modern	 functional	 sub-systems.	Münch=s	 suggestion	 implies	
that	 the	real	 functional	 sub-systems	have	not	operated	only	according	to	the	principle	
of	autopoiesis;	this	principle	characterises	only	some	features	in	their	operation,	whereas	





not	 a	mere	 analytical	 tool,	 it	 contains	 statements	 about	 the	nature	of	 societal-cultural	
reality.	The	 theory	 of	 interpenetration	 is,	 in	 particular,	 needed	 in	 studies	 concerning	
modern	Western	 civilization,	 for,	 to	Münch=s	mind,	 it	 is	 just	 in	 this	 civilization	 that	
differentiated	sub-systems	are	interlaced	in	a	well-functioning	way.	On	the	other	hand,	
Münch	holds	 that	 traditional	 and	Non-Western	 civilizations	have	often	 suffered	 from	
the	 state	 of	 affairs	 that	 in	 those	 civilizations	 differentiated	 sub-systems	have	not	 been	
interlaced	enough;	 that	 is,	 there	has	not	been	a	well-ordered	and	well-functioning	co-
ordination	and	interaction	between	differentiated	sub-systems	in	those	civilizations.	These	









low;	but,	on	 the	other	hand,	 those	communities	were	clearly	differentiated	 from	each	
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between	 actors	 or	 individuals	were	 usually	warm	 and	 sympathetic;	 a	 sense	 of	mutual	
solidarity	and	belonging	was	rather	typical	to	those	relationships.	Within	a	community	











between	 different	 communities.	 For	 this	 reason	 the	 relationships	 between	 different	
communities	were	 characterised	by	a	general	 suspicion	and	distrust;	 and	 for	 the	 same	
reason	a	rational	interaction	between	different	communities,	that	is,	an	interaction	based	
on	shared	rules	developed	slowly	in	China	and	India.	In	medieval	Europe,	the	difference	









Münch	 adds	 that	 at	 the	 same	 time	 large-scale	 political	 and	 economic	 changes	
contributed	 to	 the	 formation	 of	 rational	 functional	 action	 systems.	 During	 three	
centuries,	that	is,	from	the	16th	century	to	the	18th	century	there	emerged	in	Europe	a	
group	of	politically	centralized	and	territorially	wide	states	that	unified	and	standardized	




























sub-system	 and	 world	 society.	 In	 contrast	 to	 this,	 Münch	 underlines	 that	 politically	
centralized	 and	 territorially	 wide	 states	 as	 well	 as	 modern	 nation-states	 and	 modern	
national	societal	systems	created	the	frames	in	which	functional	sub-system	could	develop	
and	be	established.	The	concept	of	a	national	 societal	 system	is,	 therefore,	a	necessary	
tool	in	a	system-theoretical	sociology.	At	the	same	time	national	societal	systems	have,	of	
course,	been	part	of	a	world	society	or	world	system.	This	means	that	both	the	concept	
of	 a	 national	 societal	 system	 and	 the	 concept	 of	 a	world	 society	 or	world	 system	 are	
acceptable	in	system-theoretical	models	of	modernity	or	Western	modernity.	In	a	dual	




























Let	 us	 return	 to	Münch=s	 thinking.	According	 to	 him,	 the	 concepts	 of	 functional	
differentiation	and	 interpenetration	are	necessary	 in	models	of	Western	modernity.	 In	
an	 analytical	 or	 ideal	 functional	 differentiation,	 functional	 sub-systems	 develop	 into	
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normatively	 autonomous	 formations.	 In	 a	 case	 like	 this,	 for	 instance,	 economic	 and	
political	 action	 has	 completely	 detached	 itself	 from	 moral,	 communal	 and	 religious	
regulation.	 In	contrast,	when	a	 state	of	 functional	differentiation	 is	based	on	 society=s	
normative	 integration,	 functional	 sub-systems	 limit	 each	 other=s	 autonomy.	 This	 is,	
Münch	continues,	precisely	what	has	happened	in	modern	Western	civilization:





[The	specificity	of	modern	Western	social	order,	in comparison with Non-Western	
social	orders,	does	not	lie	in	the	higher	degree	of	rationalization	and	differentiation	





































has	 to	 adjust	 itself	 to	 the	 functions	of	 the	other	 functional	 sub-systems;	 in	 this	 sense,	
those	sub-systems	limit	each	other=s	freedom.	One	can	also	say	that	Luhmann	believes	
that	a	well-functioning	co-ordination	between	 the	 functional	 sub-systems	explains	 the	
integration	of	modern	society.
Due	to	the	interpenetration,	Münch	argues,	modern	economics	has	not	been	a	mere	
brutal	Manchesterian	 capitalism,	 for	 a	 phase	 like	 this,	 as	 far	 as	 it	 has	 existed	 at	 all	 as	
such,	 forms	only	 a	 relatively	 short	period	 in	 the	history	of	modern	Western	 societies.	



























claim	 that	 since	 the	 late	 18th	 century	 nationalism	 has	 in	Western	 Europe,	 above	 all,	
been	an	ideology	and	a	way	of	thought	maintained	by	the	state.	In	this	respect,	it	was	
important	 that	 Western	 European	 states	 began	 to	 organise	 popular	 education	 and	
elementary	schools	for	their	population	at	the	turn	of	the	18th	and	19th	centuries.	Ernst	
Gellner	(1983)	and	Michael	Schudson	(1994)	remark	that	it	was	just	popular	education	




have	been	useful	 tools	 in	 the	production	or	construction	of	nationalist	 ideologies	 and	
nationalist	sentiments.	Myths,	narratives	and	representations	on	the	origin	of	a	nation	
and	 on	 its	 heroes,	 enemies,	 victories	 and	 defeats	 have	made	 of	 nationalism	 a	 way	 of	
thought	or	a	mental	disposition	that	has	appealed	widely	to	common	people	(see,	nearer,	
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Bennigton	1994;	Hobsbawm	&	Ranger	1993;	Smith	1991).	The	significance	of	culture	
was	 important,	 especially,	 in	 countries	 that	did	not	have	 a	 long	 and	glorious	political	
history	or	 that	did	not	possess	 its	own	state.	For	example,	Estonia,	Finland,	Hungary,	

































Traditionally,	 Finland,	 France	 and	 Germany,	 among	 other	 things,	 were	 societies	 like	
these.	 Likewise,	 authoritarian	 societies,	 for	 example,	 during	 the	 periods	 of	Nazism	 in	
Germany,		Mussolini=s	Italy	and	the	Soviet	Union,	represent	the	extreme	cases	in	which	
one	political	party	controls	 the	 institutions	of	 the	state	and	the	entirety	of	 society	(cf.	
Crook,	Pakulski	&	Waters	1992).	In	authoritarian	societies	 like	these,	the	sub-systems	
of	 art	 and	mass	media	 also	 lost	 a	 great	deal	 of	 their	 autonomy,	 and	 in	many	 respects	
they	became	channels	by	means	of	which	those	in	power	propagated	their	own	ideology.











In	his	Theorie der Avantgarde (Theory	of	 the	Avant-Garde,	1974),	Bürger	presents	
a	general	model	of	the	Amodern@	or	Abourgeois	institution	of	art@.	By	the	concept	Athe	
institution	of	art@	he	does	not	point	to	the	concrete	production,	mediation	and	reception	
institutions	 of	 art;	 rather	 he	means	 by	 it	 the	 dominant	 conception	 of	 art	 in	 society.	
Traditionally,	 conceptions	 of	 art	 told	 social	 actors	what	 the	 Aessence@	 of	 art	 is,	where	
the	boundary	between	art	and	non-art	lies	and	what	kinds	of	functions	art	has	(Bürger,	
Peter	1974:	26–35).	Thereby	 the	 institution	of	 art	 is,	 for	Bürger,	mainly	 a	normative	
phenomenon,	for	he	thinks	that	the	dominant	conception	of	art	forms	a	social	norm	that	
regulates	 the	production,	mediation	and	reception	of	works	of	art.	According	 to	him,	
there	has	been	four	main	phases	 in	the	development	of	 the	modern	 institution	of	art:	
(i)	the	period	of	the	Enlightenment	in	the	18th	century,	(ii)	the	period	of	the	autonomy	















and	Voltaire	 practiced	 philosophical	 reasoning,	moral-political	 education	 and	 societal	
criticism	in	their	literary	works,	and	Jacques	Louis	David=s	paintings,	whose	topics	placed	
themselves	 into	world	 of	 antique	mythology,	 expressed	 republican	 ideals	 in	 a	 resolute	
and	 radical	 way.	However,	 after	 the	 terrorist	 events	 of	 the	 French	Revolution	 (1789)	
and	the	wars	of	Napoleon	Bonaparte	and	along	with	the	rise	of	modern	capitalism	and	
modern	industrial	centres	and	metropolises,	intellectuals	and	the	devotees	of	art	gradually	








and	 Habermas=	 conceptual	 vocabulary,	 art	 functioned	 for	 them	 as	 a	 critique	 on	 the	
instrumental	or	 formal	 rationality	prevalent	 in	 the	modern	 systems	of	 economics	 and	
politics.










same	way	 (Bürger,	Peter	1974:	26–30).	 In	 the	19th	 century,	 the	 aesthetic	worlds	 and	






In	 this	 respect,	 the	 sphere	 of	 art	 has	 basically	 had,	 Bürger	 concludes,	 an	 affirmative	
function	in	bourgeois	society.
Later	 the	 sphere	 of	 art	 differentiated	 more	 and	 more	 clearly	 from	 non-aesthetic	





Broadly	 speaking,	 impressionistic	 painting,	music	 and	 literature	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 as	 a	
part	of	these	phenomena.	The	proponents	of	these	phenomena	were	often	worshippers	
of	beauty,	and	they	thought	 that	art	 should	not	bother	 itself	with	non-aesthetic	 tasks;	
it	is	just	by	concentrating	on	its	own	aesthetic-spiritual	tasks	and	by	cultivating	its	own	
aesthetic	 forms	 that	 art	makes	 itself	 necessary	 for	 people.	The	 extreme	proponents	 of	



























position.	Still,	 in	 the	mid-19th	 century,	 only	 a	 small	minority	 in	France	demanded	 a	
wide	autonomy	for	the	sphere	of	art.	To	a	minority	like	this	belonged,	in	particular,	the	
poets	Théophile	Gautier	and	Charles	Baudelaire	and	the	novelist	Gustave	Flaubert:	they	
were	 afraid	of	 that	 the	bourgeois,	 that	 is,	 the	new	 ruling	 class	will	 subordinate	 art	 to	
economic	and	political	purposes.	In	this	phase,	the	claim	for	autonomy	was,	therefore,	a	
heroic	phenomenon	in	French	society.	However,	at	the	turn	of	the	19th	and	20th	century,	
the	 claim	 for	 autonomy	was	prevalent	 in	 the	French	field	of	 art;	 in	 this	phase,	 it	was	
no	longer	necessarily	connected	with	the	anti-bourgeois	attitude.	Along	with	the	claim	
for	autonomy,	an	aesthetic	attitude	become	common	in	the	field	of	art.	In	this	respect,	


















































4 CONTEMPORARY CULTURE AND 
SOCIETY IN THE LIGHT OF 
POSTMODERN THEORIES AND 
SYSTEMIC SOCIOLOGY
4.1 From the Expansive Welfare State and its Cultural Policy towards a More 
Market-Based Cultural Policy














cultural	 reality	 has	 turned	 into	 the	 opposite	 direction;	 in	 other	 words,	 the	 structural	
principle	 of	 de-differentiation	 is	more	 and	more	 typical	 of	 it.39	According	 to	 them,	 a	
turn	like	this	is	caused	by	profound	changes	in	economics,	information	technology	and	
mass	media.	One	may,	however,	ask	why	theorists	of	postmodernity	used	to	ignore	here	
the	 phenomenon	of	 the	 expansive	 or	 classical	welfare	 state.	 It	 seems	 that	 in	 a	 certain	













status	 as	 commodities	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 they	 produced	 de-commodification	 into	
39	In	this	connection,	Lash	(2002:	207)	has	also	used	the	concept	Aindifferentiation@.	As	far	as	I	can	see,	
it	means,	roughly	speaking	the	same	as	the	concept	Ade-differentiation@	means.	































Although	 the	 era	 of	 the	 expansive	 welfare	 state	 seems	 to	 contradict	 Luhmann=s	
general	 view	 of	 modern	 society,	 it	 is	 not	 necessarily	 in	 sharp	 contradiction	 with	 his	
view	of	 the	modern	 sub-system	of	 art.	 It	might	 be	 undoubtedly	 true	 that	 during	 the	
era	 of	 the	 expansive	welfare	 state	 several	 functional	 sub-systems	were	 organisationally,	
administratively	and	financially	interlaced	with	the	state;	at	least	in	these	respects	the	era	
in	question	represented	the	process	of	de-differentiation.	As	far	as	the	normative	level	is	
concerned,	we	may	 justifiably	presume	 that	 the	decades	of	 the	 expansive	welfare	 state	








Bennett	 writes	 that	 in	 British	 public	 cultural	 policy	 that	 special	 social	 function	 was	
associated	with	art=s	civilising	mission:
89
I	now	come	 to	what	has	been	 the	most	 important	 and	 influential	 idea	behind	
British	cultural	policies.	I	call	this	Athe	civilising	mission@.	It	has	its	roots	in	the	
















aesthetics@;	 according	 to	 him,	 it	was	 still	 the	 dominant	 conception	 of	 art	 in	Western	
society	in	the	early	20th	century.	This	doctrine	stated	that	only	as	an	autonomous	sphere	
is	 art	 able	 to	 carry	out	 important	 and	 long-term	 social	 functions;	 that	 is,	 it	 is	 just	by	




Art	 achieves	 social	 functions	 just	 by	 being	 art:	 the	 better	 it	 is,	 the	most	 lively	
influence	it	has	on	people	and	the	biggest	significance	it	has	as	a	factor	that	arouses	











On	 the	basis	 like	 this,	Western	European	 states	 established	networks	of	museums,	
galleries,	theatres,	opera	houses,	concert	stages,	libraries	and	art	centres.	The	underlying	
idea	in	a	policy	like	this	was	the	principle	that	works	of	art	or	cultural	services	ought	to	
be	available	 to	every	citizen	–	 irrespective	of	 their	 social	 class,	 sex,	dwelling	place	and	
age.	Cultural	politicians	 themselves	 thought	 that	 the	networks	 in	question	carried	out	
principles	 of	 Athe	 democratization	 of	 culture@;	 in	 other	 words,	 those	 networks	 made	
products	of	art	available	to	the	whole	population,	and	in	this	respect	the	public	cultural	
policy	 of	 the	 period	 of	 the	 expansive	welfare	 state	was	 based	 on	 egalitarian	 ideals.	 In	
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addition,	 in	 the	 1950s	 and	 1960s,	 radio	 and	 television	 stations	 owned	 by	 the	 states	





















late	 1960s,	 the	ministry	 in	 question	 was	 led	 by	 the	 formerly	Marxist	 novelist	 André	
Malraux	 who	 sought	 to	 carry	 out	 a	 strictly	 paternalistic	 and	 high-cultural	 course	 of	
action	(McGuigan	2004:	67).	Speaking	more	generally,	from	the	early	1960s	on,	Western	










and	 private	 sponsorship	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 In	 these	 respects,	 the	 art	 world	 was	 a	
differentiated	and	even	isolated	formation	in	American	society,	but,	unlike	in	Western	
Europe,	its	differentiated	status	did	not	have	a	wide	legitimacy.	After	the	Second	World	







nett	1995,	Burns	&	van	der	Will	2003,	The Development of Cultural Policy in Europe (1981),	Häyrynen	
2001,	Looseley	2003,	McGuigan	2004	and	Toepler	&	Zimmer	2002.
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of	place	 in	those	exhibitions.	Through	exhibitions	 like	 these,	 the	CIA	strove	to	 tell	 to	



































Underground	had	conscious	 artistic	goals:	 they,	 for	 instance,	made	 important	musical	
experiments	and	innovations	and	renewed	the	lyrics	of	rock	music.	In	this	sense,	they,	like	
the	representatives	of	pop	art,	aimed	at	refuting	the	traditional	boundary	between	art	and	
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popular	culture	or	between	high	art	and	low	art.	If	we	still	add	that	in	the	1970s	feminist	
























forces	 (McGuigan	 2004:	 65–70;	Topler	&	 	Zimmer	 2002:	 34–36).	 Likewise,	 despite	
privatisation	tendencies,	in	Nordic	countries	such	as	Finland	and	Sweden	the	art	world	is	
still	largely	dependent	on	the	financial	support	of	the	state.42	In	this	respect,	the	situation	













ralist	policy.	See,	 for	example,	his Contre-feux. Propos servir á la résistance contre l=invasion neolibérale	
(1998)	which	has	been	published	in	English	by	the	name	Counterfire. Against the Tyranny of the Market 
(2002).
42	See	Cantell	1994,	Cultural Policy in Finland (1995),	Heiskanen,	Mitchell	&	Kangas	2002,	Häyrynen	
2006,	Sevänen	1998	and	Toepler	&	Zimmer	2002.
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of	 art	 function	at	 the	 aesthetic-spiritual	 level	 (McGuigan	2004:	1–2).	We	can	equally	
formulate	this	thought	by	means	of	Habermasian	language;	thus,	the	demand	that	art	
must	 serve	economic	or	commercial	purposes	might	destroy	 the	 specificity	of	modern	
art.	For	Habermas	(1982a;	1982b;	1987a:	135–141,	225–366),	the	specificity	of	modern	
art	 lies	 in	 that	 it	 is	a	peculiar	 form	of	communicative	 rationality;	 that	 is,	 it	 represents	
aesthetic-expressive	rationality.	In	this	sense,	Habermas	continues,	modern	works	of	art	
deepen	our	knowledge	of	our	inner	self,	and	they	help	us	to	reflect	upon	the	world	and	
upon	ourselves	 and	 to	 express	 ourselves	 better.	Due	 to	modern	works	 of	 art,	modern	
subjects	are,	therefore,	capable	of	living	more	self-consciously	and	reflectively.	
According	to	McGuigan,	cultural	policy	has	been	reformulated	in	a	way	that	 it	no	







within	 the	European	Union	finance	 the	art	genres	and	art	projects	 that	would	not	be	




states	 still	protect	 their	national	high	and	popular	arts	 from	the	flows	of	 international	
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investigations	are	their	joint	works	The End of Organised Capitalism (1987)	and	Economies 
of Signs and Space (1994)	and	Lash=s	Sociology of Postmodernism (1992,	originally	published	
1990)	and	Critique of Information (2002).





to	 the	 liberal	phase	Lash	and	Urry	have	not	a	 lot	 to	 say,	but	private	entrepreneurship	





other.	 In	 addition,	 the	 organised	 phase	 included	 powerful	 corporate	 features.	During	
it,	the	state,	political	parties,	trade	union	movements	and	the	employers	were	in	a	close	




security,	and	 for	 the	employers	 it	meant	a	 state	of	affairs	 in	which	class	conflicts	were	






















the	 cultural	 equivalent	 of	 the	 disorganised	 capitalism.	Although	 a	 conception	 such	 as	
this	seems	to	draw	a	mechanical	connection	between	culture	and	economics,	Lash	and	
Urry	(1987:	285)	specify	that	there	is	not	Aa	reductionistic	relation@	between	postmodern	


























art	 has	 not	 been	 independent	 of	moral	 standpoints;	 on	 the	 contrary,	modern	 art	 has	
possessed	a	civilising	function,	and	it	has	maintained	qualitative	values	or	communicative	
rationality	in	a	society	that	is	increasingly	based	on	instrumental	thinking.	On	the	other	







In	 comparison	with	modern	 culture,	 postmodernity	means,	 for	 Lash	 (1992:	 ix–x,	
3–4,	 11),	 cultural	 de-differentiation.	 In	 postmodernity,	 for	 example,	 the	 contrast	

















(Lash	 1992:	 11).	Unfortunately,	 Lash	 hardly	 presents	 any	 concrete	 examples	 of	 these	
























elements.	 In	contrast	 to	 this,	 typical	postmodernist	works	of	art	 signify	 in	a	more	de-
















and	 lesbian	 art	have	dealt	with	 the	 themes	of	 corporality	 and	 sexuality.	On	 the	other	
hand,	when	speaking	about	postmodernist	works	of	art	Lash	almost	entirely	ignores	that	
nowadays	 art	 genres	 such	 as	 novels,	 theatre,	 film	 and	 visual	 genres	 often	 refer	 to	 and	
comment	upon	themselves,	previous	works	of	art	and	art-theoretical	problems	–	just	as	











Thus,	 Lash=s	 and	 Urry=s	 The End of Organised Capitalism	 (1987)	 presents	 that	
traditional	industrial	capitalism	and	the	social,	political	and	cultural	structures	produced	
by	it	have	fallen	into	a	process	of	dissolution.	According	to	the	investigation	in	question	
and	 according	 to	 Lash=s	Sociology of the Postmodernism (1990),	 postmodernity	 can	 be	
understood	 as	 the	 cultural	 equivalent	 of	 disorganised	 capitalism.	 Lash=s	 and	 Urry=s	
Economies of Signs and Space (1994)	uses	 the	 concept	 of	 postmodernity	 in	 a	 different	
way;	there	they	apply	it	to	the	entirety	of	present-day	societal-cultural	reality.	Now	they	



















As	 for	 class	 (i),	 Lash	 and	Urry	 emphasise	 that	 today	 the	 production,	 transfer	 and	
exploitation	 of	 information	 as	well	 as	 its	 availability	 has	 formed	 into	 a	 central	 factor	
in	the	economic	life.	In	present-day	telecommunication	and	digital	communication,	it	
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Due	 to	 the	 above-mentioned	 two	 processes,	 the	 economic	 and	 the	 cultural	 have	
















of	economics	and	culture	would	have	merged	or	 they	will	merge	 in	postmodernity.	 If	




norms,	 languages,	 sign	 systems,	 habits,	 rituals	 and	 traditions;	 at	 the	 vertical	 level,	
phenomena	 such	 as	 religion,	 philosophy,	 science,	 art	 and	 moral	 have	 been	 its	 most	








in	postmodernity.	Rather	 they	simply	attempt	 to	avoid	 the	concept	of	 system	in	 their	












in	which	actors	 analyse	 their	own	 thoughts,	beliefs,	 values,	 attitudes	 and	dispositions.	







































In	 fact,	 Lash	 and	Urry	 seem	 to	 have	 adopted	 a	 rather	 similar	 attitude	 to	 system-
theoretical	 sociology.	 Basically,	 they	 are	 not	willing	 to	 give	 up	 the	 concept	 of	 system	
altogether;	 instead	 they	 admit	 that	 this	 concept	might	 possess	 a	 limited	 use	 value	 in	
the	descriptions	of	contemporary	societal-cultural	reality.	In	his	Critique of Information 








millenia-spanning)	 process	 of	 differentiation:	 of	 structural	 differentiation	 and	
functional	integration.	It	is	the	junction	at	which	this	differentiation	of	structures,	






new	 Ade-territories@.	These	 new	 (de-)territories	 are	 not	 structures,	 institutions,	
organisations	 and	 organic-systems.	They	 are	 instead	 such	 entities	 as	 platforms,	



















Instead,	Lash	believes	 that	 it	 is	 just	by	basing	his	 theory	of	 society	on	 the	 concept	of	











of	 communication.	 Communication	 is	 here	 understood	 in	 its	 very	 broadest	
sense.	The	 logic	of	flows	 is	 the	 logic	of	communications.	With	the	domination	
of	 production	 there	 is	 a	 politics	 of	 struggles	 around	 accumulation	 (of	 capital).	
With	the	dominance	of	communication	there	is	a	politics	of	struggle	around	not	
accumulation	but	circulation.	Manufacture	capitalism	privileges	production	and	





perfectly	well	 in	his	 late	production	 (Lash	2007:	65–66).	Yet,	 from	Lash=s	 standpoint	
Luhmann	made	an	error	in	that	he	generalised	too	much	on	the	basis	of	his	observations	
















To	 be	 sure,	 Lash	 admits	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 an	 open	 system	 has	 a	 limited	 use	 value	
in	 sociological	descriptions	of	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality,	but	 this	does	not	
change	his	understating	overall	view	of	system	theory.	In	this	respect,	Lash	and	Urry	think	
nearly	in	the	same	way	as	Bauman	and	Beck	and	several	other	sociologists	think.	But	has	
the	use	value	of	 the	concept	of	 system	really	 sank	as	dramatically	as	 these	 sociologists	
presume?	Could	this	concept	actually	possess	a	wider	application	extension	in	sociology	
than	they	are	ready	to	admit?




societal-cultural	 reality;	 for	 example,	 families,	 friendship	 circles	 and	 different	 small	
communities	 represent	 the	 former	 ones,	 whereas	 enterprises,	 factories,	 administrative	
institutions	and	states	are	instances	of	the	latter	ones.	Probably	Lash,	Urry,	Bauman	and	





attention	to	 functional	 sub-systems	and	 largely	 ignore	 interactional	and	organisational	




Aflows@	or	Asocial	 life@.	 I	would	myself,	however,	 claim	 that	 fortunately	we	have	other	
alternatives	for	the	description	of	this	situation.
In	this	connection,	it	is	useful,	for	example,	to	analytically	distinguish	between	simple	
and	 complex	 systems	 and	 elaborate	 the	 idea	 of	 system-likeness.	 For	 example,	 in	 his	
investigation	General Systems Theory. Ideas and Application (2001)	Lars	Skyttner	works	on	
Table 6. Simple	and	Complex	Systems	According	to	Lars	Skyttner.


























say	 that	 simple	 social	 systems	are	more	 closed	 than	 social	 systems	usually	 are.	Besides	

























theory.	According	 to	Münch,	Crook,	Pakulski	 and	Waters,	 real	 social	 formations	 and	
phenomena	can	be	more	or	less	system-like.	A	social	formation	possesses	a	high	degree	
of	system-likeness,	as	far	as	it	has	its	own	specific	function	in	society,	it	possesses	a	well-
organised	 internal	 structure,	 there	 is	 a	well-functioning	 co-ordination	 and	 division	 of	
labour	between	the	elements	of	this	formation	and	this	formation	is	clearly	differentiated	
from	its	environment.	 In	addition,	a	 social	 formation	equipped	with	a	high	degree	of	
system-likeness	defines	itself	the	tasks	of	its	own	elements,	and	it	is	able	to	self-regulate;	
that	is,	it	regulates	and	controls	the	operations	which	take	place	within	it.	On	the	other	





























It	 is	obviously	possible	 to	describe	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	by	means	
of	the	above-mentioned	concepts.	As,	for	example,	Crook,	Pakulski	and	Waters	(1992),	
Lash	 and	Urry	 (1994)	 and	Münch	 (1991;	 2001a;	 2001b)	 have	 remarked,	 two	 large-
scale	 processes	 are	 nowadays	 going	 on	 in	Western	 societies.	On	 the	 one	 hand,	 clear-
cut	boundaries	between	different	functional	sub-systems	and	between	different	cultural	
sub-systems	 are	 becoming	 lower	 and	perhaps	 even	disappearing.	Crook,	 Pakulski	 and	
Waters	 (1992:	 75)	 as	well	 as	Münch	 (1991:	 23)	 apply	 system-theoretical	 concepts	 to	
the	description	of	this	process	when	saying	that	traditional	functional	and	cultural	sub-
































differently.	 Karl-Otto	Hondrich	 (1992:	 352),	 for	 example,	 writes	 that	 the	 process	 of	
globalisation	 carries	 on	 the	 process	 of	 functional	 differentiation.	 For	 him,	 the	 former	
process	 means	 that	 nowadays	 the	 power	 of	 economic,	 political	 and	 cultural	 systems	
exceeds	 the	power	of	national	 societal	 systems,	 and	 it	 is	 in	 this	 sense	 that	 the	process	
of	 functional	differentiation	 is	going	on	on	a	global	 scale.	 In	the	same	vein	Luhmann	
thought	 that	 the	 contemporary	 process	 of	 globalisation	 carries	 on	 the	 process	 of	
functional	 differentiation,	 although	he	 at	 the	 same	 time	 remarked	 that	 basically	 both	
















nowadays	 increasingly	overlapping.	However,	despite	 this,	at	present,	 it	 is	 too	early	 to	
make	empirical	generalisations	concerning	the	globalisation	of	the	system	of	art.47
4.3 Views of the End of Art
Lash=s	and	Urry=s	models	of	postmodernity	imply	that	the	sphere	of	art	has	lost	a	great	
deal	 of	 its	 differentiated	 and	 relatively	 autonomous	 position	 in	 present-day	 societal-
cultural	 reality.	 Nevertheless,	 they	 do	 not	 claim	 that	 the	 sphere	 of	 art	 would	 have	
altogether	ceased	to	exist	or	that	it	would	have	completely	fused	with	the	rest	of	societal-
cultural	reality.	In	the	study	of	postmodernity,	it	is	Baudrillard=s	and	Vattimo=s	writings	











Baudrillard=s	 (1983;	 1997)	 and	 Vattimo=s	 (1988;	 1989)	 writings	 often	 repeat	 the	
thought	 that	 contemporary	 Western	 societies	 are	 losing	 their	 own	 internal	 systemic	
structure	or	order.	According	to	those	writings,	nowadays	Western	people	live	in	a	society	
that	 is	 characterised	by	 the	omnipresence	of	communication	and	media,	as	well	 as	by	
the	massive	aestheticization	of	everyday	life.	Owing	to	phenomena	and	processes	such	
as	 these,	 the	 entirety	 of	 societal-cultural	 reality	would	have	 changed	 into	 a	 texture	 of	
signs,	images	and	pleasurable	aesthetic	objects	-	in	short,	into	a	certain	kind	of	artificially	







Similarly,	Vattimo	 (1988:	 51)	 states	 that	 there	 is	 no	 longer	 a	 differentiated	 sphere	 of	







that,	 according	 to	 them,	 the	 sphere	 of	 art	 has	 not	 yet	 lost	 its	 differentiated	 position	
altogether.	 In	 general,	 Baudrillard	 adopted	 a	 highly	 rhetorical	 and	 suggestive	 way	 of	




















































but	 from	the	18th	century	onward,	at	 the	 latest,	 their	 action	has	been	conceptualised	
as	art.	As	far	as	contemporary	art	is	concerned,	it	is	not	art	in	the	same	sense	than	the	
concept	of	art	has	been	used	since	the	18th	century.	Baudrillard	(1997:	7,	16–17)	writes	








Baudrillard=s	 writings	 concretely	 show	 that	 cultural	 products	 can	 be	 classified	 in	
different	ways.	What	is	nowadays	called	the	art	of	the	Renaissance	was	originally	labelled	
as	religious	objects	and,	through	this,	as	a	part	of	the	system	of	Catholic	Christianity;	and	




























































galleries	 and	other	 institutions	 of	 art.	To	but	 it	 simply:	 the	 above-mentioned	 cultural	
products	belong	to	the	sphere	of	art,	because	individual	and	collective	social	actors	have	
learned	 to	 apply	 a	 special	 Aart	 talk@	 just	 to	 them;	 that	 is,	 they	 speak	 and	write	 about	
those	products	as	works	of	art.	Danto	(1992:	40–52)	defines	the	concept	of	art	world	
through	this.	He	understands	the	art	world	or	the	institution	of	art	as	an	@institutionalised	



















conception	 of	 art	 saw	works	 of	 art,	 first	 and	 foremost,	 as	 highly	 autonomous	 formal	
compositions.	However,	there	were	also	other	conceptions	of	art	during	that	period.	On	
the	basis	of	Bourdieu=s	(1992)	and	Peter	Bürger=s	(1974)	investigations,	we	know	that	







of	 (fine)	 art	 took	 shape	 somewhat	 later,	 in	 fact,	 in	 the	 period	 between	 the	 16th	 and	
18th	centuries	(see,	nearer,	Kristeller	1959).	The	ongoing	phase	differs	from	the	Middle	
Ages	in	that	it	possesses	the	concept	of	art,	but	no	single	conception	of	art,	or	no	single	





making	 new	 breakthroughs	 [...]	We	 face	 the	 future	 without	 a	 narrative	 of	 the	
present.	We	live	in	an	afterwash	of	a	narrative	which	has	come	to	its	end.	(Danto	
1992:	10.)
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In	 these	 respects,	 Danto	 continues,	 the	 art	 world	 has	 nowadays	 come	 into	 a	 Apost-
narrative@	or	Apost-historical@	phase.	
Although	the	time	of	Amaster	narratives@	seems	to	be	over	in	the	domain	of	art,	Danto	
has	 constantly	 remarked	 that	 at	 least	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 visual	 art	 genres	 is	 nowadays	
fundamentally	 changing.	 For	 him,	 the	 visual	 art	 genres	 have	not	 ceased	 to	 exist;	 that	




















the	 contemporary	 art	world	Duchamp=s	works	 are	 of	 paradigmatic	 importance,	 since	
nowadays	 the	entirety	of	 the	art	world	 follows	his	experiments.50	Likewise,	Danto	has	
leant	on	Hegel=s	philosophy	of	art	when	elaborating	his	own	conception	of	contemporary	
art.	 In	 this	 connection,	Hegel	 is	 an	 important	philosopher	 also	 for	 the	 reason	 that	 in	



























view	 of	 art	 briefly.	 In	 his	 system-theoretical	 sociology,	 Luhmann	 presumed	 that	 each	






















reflection.	 And	 as	 an	 art-philosophical	 reflection,	 contemporary	 art	 differs	 both	 from	
traditional	 art	 and	 philosophy=s	 conventional	 discourse;	 it	 is	 just	 for	 this	 reason	 that	
contemporary	art	is	a	special	and	a	new	kind	of	cultural	phenomenon	–	or,	we	might	say,	
cultural	system.	Thus,	it	is	possible	to	translate	Danto=s	views	into	the	language	of	system	




in	 which	 he	 utilises	 general	 systems	 theory	 when	 formulating	 his	 own	 view	 of	 the	
contemporary	 art	world	 and	 contemporary	 art.	 In	Kuspit=s	 (2004:	2,	 14,	43,	51,	83)	
opinion,	nowadays	 the	art	 life	or	 the	 system	of	art	 is	 in	a	 state	of	 entropy	or	 internal	
dissolution	which	 is	 caused	by	 the	 commercialisation	of	 its	 operation	principles.	This	
remark	 resembles	Danto=s	 view	 of	 the	 Aunstructured@	 nature	 of	 the	 contemporary	 art	
world,	although	systems	theorists	might	add	that	a	tendency	to	entropy	is	usually	more	
or	 less	 characteristic	 of	 all	 of	 the	 complex	 systems.	At	 any	 rate,	Kuspit	writes	 that	 as	
a	 result	of	 the	commercialisation,	art	 is	nowadays	 largely	changing	 into	a	 special	kind	
of	entertainment	and	the	institutions	of	art,	correspondingly,	tend	to	function	as	some	
sorts	of	 entertainment	 centres	which	offer	 stimulating	 experiences	 and	different	kinds	
of	services	to	their	customers.	A	rather	similar	generalization	has	been	made	by	Diana	
Crane	 (1988:	141–142)	–	but	without	 the	pessimistic	 tone	 that	 is	 typical	 of	Kuspit=s	
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Beaucamp,	a	German	art	critic	writing	in	the	Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung newspaper,	





about	 the	 firm	position	 of	 the	 economic	 values	 in	 the	 art	 life.51	 Similarly,	 in	 the	 late	
1990s	Jean	Clair,	the	director	of	the	Picasso	Museum	in	Paris,	questioned	the	value	of	
contemporary	art	and	its	experiments	in	his	book	Resposibilité de	l=artiste. Les avant-gardes 
entre terreur et raison (Responsibility	of	the	Artist.	The	Avant-Gardes	Between	Terror	and	
Reason,	1997)	which	attracted	a	 lot	of	 attention	and	discussion	 in	 the	French	media.	
Shortly	after	 its	publication,	Philippe	Dagen,	 a	 journalist	 and	professor	of	 art	history,	
brought	out	his	own	book	La Haine de l=art (The	Hatred	for	the	Art,	1997)	in	which	he	
expressed	his	approval	for	contemporary	art	and	at	the	same	time	he	defined	Clair=s	way	
of	thinking	as	an	instance	of	hostility	towards	art.	On	the	other	hand,	in	his	investigation	

























4.4 The Contemporary Sphere of Art from the Standpoint of System-
Theoretical Sociology
Previous	chapters	have	shown	that	according	to	theorists	of	postmodernity	and	globalisation	
two	 large	 scale	processes	are	nowadays	going	on	 in	 the	Western	world	and,	also	more	
generally,	in	the	whole	world.	On	the	one	hand,	within	single	societies	functional	sub-
systems	 are,	 to	 a	 growing	 extent,	merging;	 and	 as	 a	 result	 of	 this	 process,	 those	 sub-




in	particular	Baudrillard	and	Vattimo,	hold	 that	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	
has	entirely	 lost	 its	 systemic	order	or	systemic	nature.	On	the	other	hand,	 theorists	of	
postmodernity	or	reflexive	modernity	have	also	presented	generalisations	on	the	ongoing	





autonomous	 and	differentiated	 position.	A	 view	 like	 this	 is,	 for	 example,	 included	 in	





this	 change	 in	academic	 intellectual	 conversation	was	not,	however,	 sharp,	 since	 some	
theorists	have	conceived	of	postmodern	society	as	a	truly	global	world	society.	In	recent	
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years	certain	theorists	and	researchers	who	did	not	participate	in	the	elaborating	of	the	
idea	of	postmodernity	have	also	spoken	about	the	state	of	affairs	that	in	contemporary	




















simple	 and	 complex	 systems	 and	 by	 developing	 the	 idea	 of	 system-likeness.	 When	
distinguishing	between	simple	and	complex	systems	the	thesis	mainly	leans	on	Skyttner=s	
view	 of	 general	 systems	 theory	 that	 the	 thesis	 sociologically	 interprets	 and	 elaborates	
upon.	The	 idea	 of	 system-likeness,	 in	 turn,	 is	 here	 based	 on	Mayntz=s	 and	Münch=s	




When	 the	 idea	 of	 system-likeness	 is	 applied	 to	 the	 study	of	 contemporary	 culture	
and	society,	this	application	results	in	a	model	in	which	an	increasing	interpenetration	
between	functional	sub-systems	is	characteristic	of	contemporary	societal-cultural	reality.	
In	 the	 process	 in	 question,	 functional	 sub-systems	 have	 changed	 into	 less	 system-like	
formations	–	in	a	way	that	is	concretely	described	in	Münch=s	several	topical	investigations	
and	in	Crook=s,	Pakulski=s	and	Water=s	joint	study	of	the	postmodernisation	of	Aadvanced	







Let	 us	 still	 see	 how	 Luhmann	 replied	 to	 these	 views.	 Particularly	 in	 his	 last	









Wer	 Handlungen	 beobachtet,	 wird	 typisch	 mehrfache	 Systemzugehörigkeiten	
feststellen	 können,	 allein	 schon	 deshalb,	 weil	 der	 Handeldne	 selbst	 körperlich	
und	mental	als	Zurechnungspunkt fungiert	und	außerdem	eine	Handlung	sich,	
nach	 Motiven	 und	 Wirkungen,	 an	 mehreren	 Funktionssystemen	 beteiligen	
kann.	Wer	von	Handlungen	ausgeht,	wird	daher	Mühe	haben,	die	Theorie	der	
Systemdifferenzierung	überhaupt	zu	verstehen.	(Luhmann 997c: 608.)
[When	observing	actions	one	can	 typically	notice	 that	 they	belong	 to	multiple	
systems,	 if	 only	 for	 the	 reason	 that,	 physically	 and	mentally,	 the	 actor	 himself	




Because	 human	 action	 is	 usually	 a	 poly-functional	 phenomenon,	 people	 often	 utilise	
several	 different	 codes	 simultaneously	 in	 their	 activities.	 This	 is	 why,	 in	 Luhmann=s	





on	 the	 differentiation	 of	media	 and	medium	 codes.	He	 could,	 therefore,	 present	 and	
underline	the	view	that	functional	differentiation	is	still	our	society=s	dominant	structural	
feature	(see,	for	example,	Luhmann	1997c:	612).
Luhmann	 is	 doubtless	 right	 in	 that	 theorists	 of	 de-differentiation	 have	 often	 used	
the	concept	of	action	as	their	starting	point.	In	particular,	when	those	theorists	say	that	















Nor	 could	 Luhmann	 accept	 the	 approach	 whereby	 most	 of	 the	 theorists	 of	
postmodernity	 and	 globalisation	have	 considered	 the	 process	 of	 globalisation.	Usually	
those	theorists	have	understood	the	process	of	globalisation	basically	in	the	same	way	as	
Paul	Bairoch	defines	it:	






action	 and	 co-operation,	 military	 action	 and	 co-operation,	 science,	 communication,	
cultural	 production	 and	 distribution,	 sports,	 tourism	 and	 people=s	 mentality	 and	
consciousness.	What	ways	of	 speaking	 like	 these	have	 in	common	 is	 the	 thought	 that	
in	 the	 process	 of	 globalisation	 certain	 phenomena	 exceed	 local	 and	 national	 borders	
and	start	to	influence	and	operate	on	a	wider	geographical	scale	–	as	a	last	resort,	on	a	
transcontinental	 scale.	These	ways	of	 speaking	are	not	 in	 accordance	with	Luhmann=s	
system-theoretical	view	of	globalisation.	As	we	have	already	noticed,	when	pointing	to	
the	process	of	globalisation	Luhmann,	on	the	one	hand,	emphasised	that	there	can	be	







For	 reasons	 such	 as	 these,	 Luhmann	 did	 not	 like	 the	 concepts	 of	 national	 society	
and	national	 societal	 system.	This	dislike	can	be	 seen,	 for	 instance,	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 in	
his	late	production	he	hardly	wrote	any	special	study	on	single	or	national	societies	and	




national	dimensions	of	 the	modern	 sub-systems	of	 science	and	art.	 In	 this	 respect,	he	













As	 a	 whole,	 Luhmann	 believed	 that	 contemporary	 theoretical	 discussions	 on	
postmodernity	 and	 globalisation	 are	 partly	 based	 on	 erroneous	 views	 of	 modernity.	
Theorists	of	postmodernity	and	globalisation	have	often	declared	that	there	has	emerged	














Theorists	 of	 postmodernity,	 de-differentiation	 and	 globalisation	 are	 hardly	 ready	
to	accept	a	statement	like	this,	for	most	of	them	have	thought	that	nowadays	societal-
cultural	reality	has	lost	a	great	deal	of	its	systemic	nature.	Likewise,	I	believe	that	Luhmann	
overestimated	 the	 use	 value	 of	 system	 theory	 in	 sociology.	 As	 Hans	 Joas	 (1997)	 has	
convincingly	attempted	to	show,	there	usually	are,	besides	system-like	formations,	also	
contingent	phenomena	as	well	as	creative	and	spontaneous	activities	in	societal-cultural	
reality;	phenomena	and	activities	 like	 these	do	not	 follow	an	established	 Amedium@	or	







model	 is	 critical	 of	 the	most	 radical	 theories	 of	 postmodernity,	 de-differentiation	 and	

































cultural	 reality	 and	 the	 aestheticization	 of	 everyday	 life	 seem	 to	 be	 closely	 connected	





also	 possible	 in	 contemporary	 globalised	 and	digitalised	 capitalism,	 but	 on	 the	whole	
a	capitalism	like	this	has	 laid	more	stress	on	cultural	matters	and	after	having	become	
general	the	consumer	way	of	life	has	formed	a	productive	ground	for	the	two	processes	



















In	 contrast	 to	 the	 avant-garde	 movements,	 the	 current	 aestheticization	 largely	 serves	
economic	 purposes.	 In	 contemporary	 commercialised	 society,	 homo aestheticus is	
becoming	 a	 new	 role-model;	 a	 person	 like	 this	 is,	 according	 to	 Welsch	 (1997:	 5),	
Asensitive,	hedonistic,	educated	and,	above	all,	of	discerning	taste@	–	and	he	or	she	knows	
Athat	 you	cant=	 argue	 about	 taste@.	Thus,	we	may	 say	 that	 a	person	 like	 this	 is	highly	
functional	from	the	standpoint	of	the	systems	of	economics	and	business.	Besides	design	
and	the	aestheticization	of	goods,	the	current	aestheticization	includes	mass	culture	or	
mass	media	whose	products	–	 light	music,	 rock	music,	films,	 television	serials,	videos,	
music	videos,	advertisements	–	people	can	more	and	more	consume	in	their	leisure	time.	
In	all,	the	aesthetic	has,	therefore,	become	a	central	constituent	in	Western	ways	of	life.	
Echoing	Habermas=	 theory	 of	 the	 communicative	 action,	 Christa	 Bürger	 (1986:	 99)	
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writes	that	nowadays	Athe	aesthetic	crosses	the	boundaries	of	the	institution	of	art	and	
penetrates	 into	 all	 aspects	 of	 social	 existence@	 and	 even,	we	may	 add,	 colonises	 those	
aspects.	When	pointing	to	this	same	phenomenon	Münch	(1991:	139–141,	145–148),	
on	the	other	hand,	speaks	about	the	growing	interpenetration	between	the	aesthetic	and	












institutions	 and,	more	generally,	other	 cultural	 institutions	must	nowadays,	more	 and	
more,	function	like	commercial	enterprises.	For	this	reason	Bourdieu	(1998)	doubted	in	
the	late	1990s	whether	it	is	still	justified	to	classify	the	sphere	of	cultural	production	into	
fields	 of	 restricted	 production	 and	 large-scale	 production.	 Formerly,	 Bourdieu	 (1992)	

























of	 art,	 instead	of	pleasing	 them.	One	 important	 layer	 in	 contemporary	art	 consists	of	
works	which	 explore	 human	 relationships	 and	 reveal	 everyday	 life=s	 self-evident	 social	
conventions	and	rules	and	collectively	shared	beliefs.	For	example,	Roy	Vaara,	a	Finnish	
performance	artist	has	presented	several	performances	in	public	spaces	such	as	streets	and	






























Because	 de-aestheticization	 is	 an	 important	 phenomenon	 in	 contemporary	 serious	
art,	it	is	not	justified	to	presume	–	as	certain	representatives	of	critical	theory	have	done	
–	 that	 the	 aestheticization	 of	 everyday	 life	 would	 automatically	 destroy	 art=s	 critical	




















art/non-art,	and	 in	 their	daily	activities	 they	maintain	 it.	To	 institutions	 such	as	 these	
belong,	among	other	things,	public	cultural	policy,	art	administration,	art	museums,	art	


















formation	despite	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 contains	 certain	 tendencies	 to	 entropy.	However,	 at	




to	 consider	 the	 things	 that	 separate	 different	 functional	 sub-systems	 from	 each	 other.	




its	 own	methodological	 criteria	 determine	 the	production	 and	 estimation	of	 scientific	
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Similarly,	the	concept	of	autonomy	can	be	used	for	the	expression	of	differences	in	degree.	
It	 is	possible	 to	 speak	about	 the	autonomy	of	 social	and	cultural	 systems	 from	several	
different	standpoints.	Firstly,	a	system	is	normatively	autonomic	 if	 it	 imposes	on	itself	
the	rules	on	which	its	function	is	based	on;	in	a	case	like	this,	other	systems	and	external	
actors	do	not	have	a	possibility	to	make	decisions	about	the	rules	of	that	system.	Secondly,	
a	 system	 is	 structural-causally	 autonomic	 if	 the	 events,	 processes	 and	 structures	 of	 its	
environment	do	not	have	 an	 influence	on	 it.	And	 thirdly,	 a	 system	can	be	 said	 to	be	
functionally	autonomic	if	it	has	a	specific	function	in	societal-cultural	reality,	that	is,	if	a	
certain	function	has	been	delegated	to	it.	Traditionally,	system-theoretical	and	systemic	
sociologists	 have	 thought	 that	 social	 systems	 are	 open	 formations,	wherefore	 they	 are	
Table 7. A	List	of	Contemporary	Genres	of	Art
Traditional System of the Arts. This System Emerged in the mid–18th Century
Literature,	especially,	Poetry														Painting	 	 													Dance	or	Ballet
Eloquence																																									Sculpture																											Classical	Music	
Theatre	 	 	 														Architecture	 	
Opera	 	 	 	 Laying	out	of	Gardens
During the Period 1850–1960 New Genres of Cultural Products Were Accepted 
as Art




Since the 1960s, the Concept of Art Has Become More and More Expansive
Modern	Dance	 	Comics	 	 													Light	Music
Happening	 	 														Television	Plays	 													Computer	Music
Performance																																						Television	Films	 													Digital	Pictures
Body	Art	 	 														Television	Serials	 													Digital	Animation
Conceptual	Art	 	 														Video	Art	 													Art	of	Sound	
Installations	 	 														Media	Art	 													Art	of	Light	
Assemplages																																						Fashion	 	 													Bio	Art
Environmental	Art																												Graffiti																															Multi-Art




















system.	Poietic	 systems	are	producing	 systems,	but	 they	are	not	 self-producing,	which	
means	 that	 they	have	been	 constructed	by	 external	 actors	 and	 factors.	Poietic	 systems	
are	 open	 formations	 that	do	not	 themselves	define	 their	 own	boundaries,	 since	 Atheir	
boundaries	 become	 defined	 by	 the	 external	 boundaries	 of	 the	 autopoietic	 systems@	
(Misheva	2000:	233).	Along	 these	dimensions	poietic	 systems	differ	 from	autopoietic	
systems	which	are	operatively	closed	and	self-producing	systems.	In	addition,	Misheva	










In	 this	 sub-chapter,	 we	 have	mainly	 considered	 art=s	 external	 boundaries.	 Now	 it	






























On	the	other	hand,	 several	new	genres	of	art	are	 far	 from	the	aesthetic	conception	of	























genres	 of	 art	 in	 a	more	 radical	way.	Vera	L.	Zolberg	 and	 Joni	Maya	Cherbo	 (1997b:	
2–3)	mention	 theatre	Zingaro,	 a	 classical	 French	 dressage	 troupe,	 as	 an	 instance	 of	 a	
combination	 such	 as	 this;	 in	 its	 performances,	 Zingaro	 Aunites	 horsemanship,	 circus	
acrobatics,	ethnic	music,	and	dance	into	an	uncommon	theatricality@.	A	rather	similar	















or	 internal	order	of	 the	contemporary	art	world.	 In	 fact,	 it	only	attempts	 to	 reveal	 (i)	







































of,	 it	 produces	new	 communications	on	 the	basis	 of	 its	 previous	 communications.	 In	
the	first	sense,	the	autopoiesis	of	the	system	of	art	is	decreasing,	since	in	the	process	of	
de-differentiation	 this	 system	has	adopted	more	media	and	medium	codes	 from	other	
systems	and	at	the	same	time	other	systems	have	also	borrowed	communicative	means	
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from	the	system	of	art.	In	the	second	sense,	the	autopoiesis	of	the	system	of	art	is,	however,	
increasing,	since	–	as,	among	other	persons,	Peter	Bürger	(1988:	202–204)	has	pointed	
out	–	 intertextuality,	 self-understanding	and	meta-artistry	are	 typical	of	 contemporary	









felt	 an	 urge	 to	 define	 their	 stand	 on	 the	 tradition	 of	 the	 novel	 –	 as	Michel	Tournier	
refers	 to	 and	 comments	 on	Daniel	 Defoe=s	 famous	 novel	Robinson Crusoe (1719)	 in	
his	 own	novel	Vendredi	 (Friday,	 1967).	Numerous	works	within	 visual	 art	 genres	 can	











become	more	and	more	open.	Due	 to	 this,	 it	 is	 closely	connected	with	other	cultural	



























system-theoretical	 and	 systemic	 sociology	 includes	 sociologists	who,	on	 the	one	hand,	
have	been	critical	of	Parsons=	thinking	and	research	work,	and,	on	the	other	hand,	have	







since	 they	 have	 elaborated	 upon	 the	 concept	 of	 social	 system	 by	 critically	 analysing	
Luhmann=s	theory	of	autopoietic	social	systems.








study	 of	 art	 have	 had	 only	 a	 loose	 connection	with	 the	 above-mentioned	 sociologists	




In	 principle,	 the	 research	 material	 of	 this	 thesis	 consists	 of	 the	 investigations	 on	
modern	and	contemporary	society	and	on	modern	and	contemporary	sphere	of	art	that	
the	 above-mentioned	 researchers	 have	 published.	On	 the	 one	 hand,	 this	 thesis	 clears	
up	how	those	researchers	understand	modern	societal-cultural	reality	and	what	kind	of	
position	they	give	to	the	sphere	of	art	in	their	own	models	of	modern	societal-cultural	
reality.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 this	 thesis	 also	 clears	 up	 how	 they,	 in	 turn,	 understand	
contemporary	societal-cultural	reality	as	well	as	the	contemporary	sphere	of	art	and	its	
position	in	that	reality.	The	researchers	in	question	share	the	view	that	both	in	modern	
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and	contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 the	 sphere	of	 art	 forms	a	differentiated	and	
a	 relatively	 autonomous	 social	 and	cultural	 formation.	 In	contrast	 to	 this,	 theorists	of	
postmodernity	or	reflexive	modernity	have	claimed	that	nowadays	societal-cultural	reality	
has	largely	lost	its	systemic	nature,	and	the	most	radical	of	them	have	even	declared	that	





theories	 of	 postmodernity	 and	 de-defferentiation	 have	 clearly	 exaggerated	 the	 process	
of	 de-differentiation,	 theories	 of	 postmodernity	 and	 de-differentiation	 have	 formed	 a	
challenge	to	system-theoretical	and	systemic	sociology	and	to	their	ways	of	conceiving	
societal-cultural	 reality.	 If	 those	 theories	 are,	 at	 least	 in	 part,	 right,	 system-theoretical	
sociology	 should	 elaborate	more	flexible	 and	dynamic	 concepts	 for	 the	 description	of	
contemporary	societal-cultural	reality.	This	thesis	at	hand	represents	the	stand	that	this	
is	exactly	the	case:	system-theoretical	and	systemic	sociology	must	take	into	account	the	
theories	 at	 issue	 and,	 after	 having	 analysed	 them	 critically,	 renew	 its	 own	 conceptual	
vocabulary.
A	 special	 position	 in	 the	 research	material	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 occupied	 by	 Luhmann	
and,	to	a	minor	extent,	his	critics;	into	those	critics	one	can,	in	particular,	add	Bourdieu	
and	Habermas	as	well	as	Mayntz,	Misheva	and	Münch.	Luhmann=s	special	position	is	






Methodologically,	 this	 thesis	 is	 based	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 rational	 reconstruction.	The	
thesis	 goes	 analytically	 and	 critically	 through	 different	 models	 and	 investigations	 of	
modern	 and	 contemporary	 societal	 cultural-reality,	 in	 particular,	 of	 the	 modern	 and	
contemporary	sphere	of	art	and	its	position	in	that	reality.	When	analysing	those	models	










System-theoretical	 and	 systemic	 sociologists	 do	 not	 provide	 us	 with	 an	 entirely	

















sub-system	 and	 a	 socio-cultural	 sub-system.	However,	 Parsons=	models	 do	not	 answer	
to	 the	question	as	 to	why	 the	number	of	 these	 analytical	or	 functional	 sub-systems	 is	








cognitive	 dimension,	 a	 value	 dimension	 and	 an	 expressive	 dimension.	Thus,	 Parsons=	
models	provide	us	with	 interesting	 ideas	concerning	 the	 sphere	of	art	but	 they	 largely	
ignore	the	special	properties	of	this	sphere.	Perhaps	this	is	why	his	models	have	not	been	
widely	used	in	the	systemic	study	of	art.






are	 self-referential	 formations	with	an	ability	 to	 self-recur	and	self-regenerate;	 in	other	




that	 is	 closely	 connected	 with	 its	 medium	 and	 medium	 code.	 In	 his	 art-theoretical	
investigations,	Luhmann	thought	that	it	is	the	function	of	art	to	show	us	the	contingent	
nature	of	our	phenomenal	world.	Till	the	early	1990s	he	held	that	in	the	sub-system	of	
art	 the	 category	of	Beauty	 functions	 as	 a	medium	and	 the	distinction	Beautiful/Non-
Beautiful	as	a	medium	code,	but	it	might	be	easy	to	realise	that	these	communicative	tools	
are	not	necessarily	connected	to	the	production	of	world	contingency.	In	his	last	works,	





sub-systems	 from	 each	other.	 Partly	 for	 this	 reason	he	 spoke	 about	 the	 sub-system	of	
art	 as	 if	 it	would	be	 an	 isolated	 island	 in	 society,	 even	 if	 he	was	 otherwise	 convinced	
of	the	view	that	art	is	a	functional	thing	from	the	standpoint	of	society	and	other	sub-
systems.	However,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 he	 thought	 that	 the	 system	 of	 art	 is	 structurally	
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loosely	connected	to	the	rest	of	society.	In	my	thesis,	I	regard	a	view	like	this	as	erroneous.	
At	a	general	 level,	 I	 agree	with	Parsons	and	Münch	 in	 that	 the	 structural	principle	of	
functional	differentiation	does	not	 alone	characterise	modern	 society,	 since	 there	have	

































sub-systems	 have	 not	 been	 equal	 in	modern	 society;	 actually,	 the	 economics	 and	 the	
political-administrative	 system	 have	 obtained	 a	 special	 position	 in	modern	 society	 in	
which	 they	 have,	 to	 a	 growing	 extent,	 penetrated	 other	 sub-systems	 and	 undermined	
the	relative	autonomy	of	those	sub-systems.	It	should	be	noted	that	Münch	also	speaks	
























commercialism,	 mass	 media	 and	 information	 technology	 have	 gradually	 produced	 a	
situation	in	which	the	sphere	of	art	no	longer	clearly	differs	from	the	rest	of	the	societal-
cultural	 reality.	This	 means	 that	 the	modern	 differentiated	 sphere	 of	 art	 would	 have	































system-theoretical	 and	 systemic	 sociology;	 in	 part,	 this	 thesis	 regards	 this	 criticism	 as	
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sensible	and	acceptable.	The	most	important	and	fruitful	conceptual	tools	in	this	thesis	
turned	 out	 to	 be	 the	 idea	 of	 system-likeness	 and	 the	 distinction	 between	 simple	 and	




in	 particular,	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality	 cannot	 be	 grasped	 accurately	with	
the	help	of	established	system-theoretical	concepts.	In	system-theoretical	sociology,	it	is	
chiefly	Parsons=	and	Luhmann=s	theories	that	contain	certain	weaknesses	in	this	respect,	
although	 present-day	 system-theoretical	 sociology	 should,	 of	 course,	 also	 utilise	 those	
highly	 innovative	 and	 influential	 theories	when	elaborating	 a	well-founded	 theoretical	
model	 of	 contemporary	 societal-cultural	 reality.	Unlike	 Baudrillard	 and	Vattimo	 have	
claimed,	it	is	quite	possible	to	analyse	that	reality	by	the	concept	of	system	and	its	kindred	
concepts.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 thesis	 partly	 Asaves@	 system-theoretical	 sociology	 from	 the	
criticism	that	theorists	of	de-differentiation	have	presented	against	it.	However,	in	spite	
of	 this	 I	 tend	 to	 think	 that	 it	might	 not	 be	 reasonable	 to	 connect	 system-theoretical	
sociology	 to	 the	premise	 that	 societal-cultural	 reality	 is	 always	necessarily	divided	 into	
systems.	Traditionally,	 general	 systems	 theory	 adopted	 a	 view	 like	 this	 of	 reality,	 and	




internal	 order	 or	 structure@,	 Asystem=s	 function@,	 Ainterpenetration@,	 Ainterpenetrating	
zones	between	systems@,	Acolonisation@,	Ade-differentiation@,	Asystem-likeness@,	Adifferent	
degrees	of	system-likeness@,	Asimple	systems@,	Acomplex	systems@,	Anormative	autonomy@,	
Afunctional	 autonomy@,	 Aautopoiesis@,	 Asystem=s	 medium@,	 system=s	 medium	 code@,	
Acode@	and	Asystem-specific	rationality@.	Even	if	the	actual	research	practice	might	show	
that	 societal-cultural	 reality	 also	 contains	 phenomena	 that	 cannot	 be	 conceptualised	
sufficiently	 well	 by	 system-theoretical	 tools,	 system	 theory	 is	 a	 relevant	 and	 fruitful	
approach	in	the	study	of	modern	and	contemporary	societal-cultural	reality.
Most	of	 the	above-mentioned	concepts	 are	 explicitly	defined	 in	 the	articles	of	 this	
thesis.	The	concepts	Asystem-likeness@,	Asimple	 system@	 and	Acomplex	 system@	deviate,	
however,	 a	 little	 from	 this	 general	 rule	of	 explicitness.	The	 concept	of	 system-likeness	
is	defined	indirectly	in	the	articles,	that	is,	with	the	help	of	the	concept	of	autopoiesis.	










system-likeness	in	my	investigation	Taide instituutiona ja järjestelmänä. Modernin taide-
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